
 
 

Common snapping turtle 
Chelydra serpentina 
 
The common snapping turtle, as its name implies, is a large freshwater turtle that is found across North 
America and, despite urban development and habitat loss, is still found in the Chicago River. Its natural 
range extends over the United States east of the Rocky Mountains and up into southern Canada. 
 
A prehistoric wonder, snapping turtles have a large head and a mouth with a hooked beak attached to a very 
muscular mobile neck (hence the scientific name “serpentina,” meaning “snake-like”). They also have a 
stocky body, powerful legs with long claws, and a long tail with saw tooth projections on upper surface. 
They are large turtles with shells up to 18 inches in length and typically weigh between 10 and 35 pounds. 
Snapping turtles can live to be over 40 years old in the wild. 
 
Although they can appear large and menacing, snapping turtles are actually rather shy creatures. They 
prefer habitats that supply all of their needs within “easy reach” that don’t require them to move around 
very much. They like shallow ponds, lakes, and streams with a muddy bottom and moderately dense 
vegetation. Look for just the slight appearance of their head and nostrils above the water’s surface as they 
catch a breath. Snapping turtles “snap” their jaws only when startled or threatened. They do this because, 
unlike other turtles, they are too large to hide in their own shells. 
 
These turtles are a vital component of any river ecosystem. They are omnivores and are important aquatic 
scavengers; but they are also opportunists that will forage and prey on anything they can swallow, including 
many invertebrates, fish, frogs, snakes and other turtles, unwary birds, and even small mammals. 
 
In the Chicago River system, one of the obvious places for snapping turtles to live and nest would be in the 
river in the forest preserves. However according to Forest Preserve biologists habitat is limited for nesting 
there because of the prevalence of buckthorn which turns riverbanks into a tangle of brush through which 
turtles can’t dig. Research has shown that confines nesting into too few areas and predators are attuned to 
them. Predators then eat both the eggs and the hatchlings as they emerge limiting the addition of new 
turtles to the river system. 
 
If forced, snapping turtles will travel extensively over land to reach new habitat or to lay eggs. If you 
encounter a snapping turtle travelling over land, especially in early summer, it is most likely a female on her 
way to lay eggs. Shy in water, they can be extremely aggressive on land. Never disturb or attempt to pick up 
a snapping turtle, and do not return them to the water either, as they will just make the attempt again. 
Females need to find dry sandy soil in which to lay their eggs, often quite a distance from the water so the 
nest does not get flooded. After digging a hole, the female typically deposits 25 to 80 eggs in the nest. 
 
Snapping turtles are one of many misunderstood creatures that make their home in our rivers. Their 
appearance can be frightening, but that is what their appearance is supposed to accomplish. Like much of 
our wildlife, they simply wish to be left alone. They need our respect and for us to protect and improve the 
rivers that they call home. They can take care of the rest. 
 

  


