
t 

I 

Unite d State s Departme nt of the I nterior, J . A. Krug , Secr e t ary 
Fish and Wildlife Serv j_ ce, Albe r t r . Day , Dir ector 

i 
I 

Fisher y Leafl et No . 216 

itNas h ingto'n 25 , D. C. ~,,:arch 

. DIAMOND-BACK TE.c(R...4PIN CULTUREl 

Samue l F . Hil debr and and Herbert F . Prytherch 
Aquatic Bi ologists , Division of Fisher y Biology 

1947 

Five varie tte s of diaJrlond- 1-ack t errap i ns are r e cognized on 
the Atlantic and Gulf coas ts of t;, e Unitec Sta te s , nanel y , t he 
Chesapeake t errapin (Falaclemys centra ta concentrica ) , r ang ing 
from Cape Cod to and somewhat beyond Ca iJe rIa tteras; tbe Car olina 
t erraptn (~ . centr a ta centra ta) , ranging a bout fr om Cape Hatteras t o 
Florida ; t he Florida t errapin !,~ pil eata macr ospilo ta ) , inhab it ~ng 
t he Gulf coas t of Florida ; t r;e L011 i siana t errapin (£::. . pilea ta 
pilea ta) , r anging from Florida westward to t he mou th of t he Miss i 
ssippi River; and tbe Texas t errapin (h. . pilea ta li ttoralts ) , 
which i~~abits tte coast of Texas and outlying islands . It i s 
evi_dent fro m the d istribution giv'3 n t hat diamond- ba ck t er r ap ins 
live only along t he coast whe r e they o ccupy s hallow sa l t and 
brackish wa t er ba ys , e s tuaries, and swamps. A lthoL1.;;l·~ t errap ins 
ca n endure fresh wa t cr for long period s of· tiEle , they r a r ely if 
ever, enter it v oluntar ily . The pr opagat ion of diamond- backs in 
fr e sh wa t er , t her efor e , quite pr obably , i s not feas ib l e . 

Diamond- back t errapins do no t occur on the Pa cif ic Ooa s t 
but wer e introduced th er e f or the first time in :~ay , 1943 , a s 
young and a<;3ult s pecirr..ens, i:l San Francisco Pay . The Atlan t ic 
appears to be more suitable be cause of the extensivE areas of 
shallow, br ackish water bay s , estuarie s , an d swamps ] in which the 
wa t er is very warm durin '> t he SUmr!1er , abundantly sto cl~ed with fo od 
or ga nisms and is not subje ct to excessive l y str ong ti de s . However , 
it s eems pr obable t ha t t errapin farming could be carried on 
s uccessful l y on the Pacific coast in ins bor e a r eas ' . ."be r e the 
natur al cond it ions a r e similar t o those found on t he coasts of the 
South At l antic and Gulf Sta tes, 

All va riet ies of dia.mond- ba c k t errap ins are · va l ued as foo d , 
a l though t he Che s ape ' ke , G:l.r o lina , and Texas t errapins a r e preferred 
in U s order named . Over half a cen t ury ago , d i amond- bad:: t erra pins 
we r e common t o abundant fr om Che sapeake Bas' s outhward < Howev €r, 
b e caus e of th e ir exce ll€nt flavor the y 'Her [j s ough t extens ively a nd 
by t. he beginning of t he t\ Te ntie th century , the s e slow- growing) 10ng
lived cr eatures had b e corn,,; s o grea tly dirn. inistcd , e s , e cia lly in t he 
Sout h Atlantic Sta t e s ) tha t t ney we r e in gr ea t da nger of conunercial 
ex tincti on . 
il Revision of Memor andum 1- 17 . 



As early as 1902 the Bureau of Fisharies began t o study the 
life history of diamond-backs and to devise means and methods for 
tr.eir artificial cultivation . By 1909 the methods had b8t.. '1 ad
vanced sufficiently to mak8 artificial propagation feasible . 
Since that time s ever E:.. l hundred to as many as 16, 425 young hav8 
been hatche d annually at the U. S. Fishery Biologi cal La oratory 
at Beaufort, N. C. Up until the winter of 1946 the r e has been 
pr oduced a t t his labor at or y a total of 241 , 013 young terrapin , 
::lost of wLich wer e distributed in i..:·J8 coastal waters fr 
ctcs apeake Bay to Florida afte r t hey had b et n r eared a nd ro
tected for a period of e ight to twe lve mon r. s . In addition 
sever al sma ll lots were grown t o Cll.lrit;,/ in Ci:-'t iv~ty and have 
demonstr ated that tern.pins ca.n be gr ovm in confinernen nearly 
a s r eadi ly a s chickens . 

Pens or pounds f or holding t fj rra:-,ir..s ::lUSt. be v.rell cons t r u c ed , 
a s the anL'1l3.1s a r e sure to escap~ if anj' avenUE; bo left 0 en. In 
Ue construct i on of a pen it is Lrnper at've 0 sink 1.8 walls '1311 
be 10; the surfa ce of the gr oun ' . "If t i. I walls a r '3 'T.a e of' lumber , 
it is ne cessary to place a boar" ove:- "i,e top wt' cr. proje ct s bo h 
inward a nd outward like a s he l f i n or eY' to keep He terra. ins in 
and tte r ats out . For tLe constr u c io of tL e p ens, althou,'r he 
or igina l cost is grea ter J concrete is 1_r ef ereble to lumber, 
especially ~n the Soutt: wr:er e tLe t8r e r s (sl.ipv/orms) and i Innoria 
are pr evalent c::.nd cause consi de r able damage in tbe 'nter- tidal 
zone. 

The pens may be bu il t a ny-rltere a 10. ' he s hor e , prefr=r ablJ on 
a ha rd clay an.:] s and bot to:n (mUd siould be avoided) and 'ahere a 
clean supply of s alt or br a ckish wa ter is available , but it is 
mor e ecorlOmica l to inclose a small a r of a n es tuary or a small 
bayo If a bay with a compar a tively ni:1rrow mouth can be found in 
a suita~le place , a concr ete wall , constr u cted a cross ti:e outh , 
anL a wooden fen ce on l and to co , lete the inclos e , would ake 
a f a irly pe rmane nt pound a t a much smaller cost than to inclose 
an area of H,e s ame size a lone a str aigr,t shor e , a s I.e last 
mentione d situa tion would requir e t r ee of t Je four va lls to be 
built at l east part l y in water . 

The cost of constr u ctin6 a t errapin pound , a s a lready in
dicated , would vary accordin~ to the con t our of t oe shor e line . It 
would va r y , furthermor e , according to the ris e and f all of the tide . 
For example , in a loca lity wi -ere ti' e Me a n d iffer ence between high 
a nd l ow tides is 5 feet the walls of t Le pound would have to be 
built two f eet higher , and corresponcJ in-;l. stronger , than in 
ano ther l ocality r:aving a meCi'1 di fference between tides of only :3 
fe et . Furthe rmor e , the costs of ma teria l s and l abor va ry in 



different lo ca lities . In 1925 a pound 55 by 64 feet , with a l l 
walls of concr e te , was construc t ed a long a near l y stra igl: t s hore 
line at Beaufort , N. C., at a cos t of appr oximate ly ~~600 . 

The pe ns s hould be s o s itua t ed tha t t hey a lways conta in at 
least s o e water , and preferably s o th a t they a r e f l ushed on each 
t i de , as clean wa t er is highl y essentia l . To insure f r ee cir cu
lation of wate r it i s advi s able to have one or mor e "gates" or 
lar e concrete pip'es in the outer or seawar d wall. They may be 
clos ed to t e terrap ins with ir on r ods , or for the young with a 
ire screen . If a clea n supply of water is available , 1- 1/2 squar e 

f ee t of s pa ce within ~te pen for each adult is suf ficient . Young 
anima Is r equir e less s pace accordin,; t o s ize . 

Ter r apins in natur e l ay t heir eggs in s a nd s omewha t a bove the 
us ual high tide ~qrk . In art ificial propagation i t gene r a lly is 
ne ce ssary to constr uct a l a r ge s~nd· beG (e gg bed ) of pr ope r height 
wit, in tLe pen to pr ovide a su j. abl e place f or deposi ting t he eggs. 
TeeM bed s hould e bu ilt abou t · 8 t o 12 inches above mean high 
t ide . t su ch a l eve l t he s and lill a" s or b some wa t er on eacb high 
tide and ill r e ain oist , a condition necessary for a maximQrn 
batct. . An occasio _al f l ood int. of Ue egg bed , a s during a storm 
tide , will do no h.:::. rrn. ~ owever , .i f flooding t ake s pla ce frequently 
the sand becomes too wet a d t r:e eggs rot. Tl :e f emale digs a hol e 
5 or 6 in l ' es deep in the s 2nd in 'lih icl! s r e lays the ep;:.'s (usually 
.:lbout (\ to "nest") , and covers the;n c,""11'e fully with t' ,e sdnd 
r emoved in ak i ng t he hole . TLt:: eggs 2r8 ha t ched by tl'8 hee t of 
tLe sun in about 65 days . Tr e l a ;> ing sea son begins in the spr ing 
usually about ' he middle of t~y at B~aufort , and i t ends thE r e 
near he fir st of August . A fema le ma l ay only once dur ins a 
season , or as often a s 3 or 4 and r a r e ly 5 times , a nd , of cours e , 
s o e an ima ls a r e "boar der s 11 and do not l ay ever~- year 0 

The ne.'!ly ha t ched t er r apin gene r i."1.11y i s a litt l e over Em inch 
in l e ngth on the media n line of t _e lowe r she ll (p l a stron) . It 
usually doe s not begin to ea t for a month or mor l;; H. f ter hatch ing . 
During t his tim it subsists on t he yo l k f r om the eg'; wLich in par t 
beco es incl osed within t he sh ell . Men the young a r e r eady t o ea t 
t tFy may bG give. finely chopped fish , or crab mea , or minced 
oysters a nd clams , or pr sfer ably a mixtur e of tV'lO or mor (O of t} e s e 
foods . T ey will C! lso 8<l t l iver and be ef in the clbs(:LlC0 of s ea 
foods , but t:G St:: f oods do not t end to prodUCE: r:c.pid gr owth or 
hea lthy a nima ls . 

It has b Ee n fo und advantageous in or dbr to r educe tt e dea th 
r ate and to promote Towtb , t o p12CE t,j',c youn.~~ i.n a ,r earing hous e 
during most of t beir first year . Tr.e '- nimals a r e ke p t in squa r e 
wooden tanks , conta ining so (~ wa t '2 r , . s o arr 2nt;':o' d tb 2 t U,ey ca n 
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m2. ke a n ideal f ood . Tr:e f ish a nd crabs sr,ould b e cut into 
compar at ive l y sma ll p i e ce s ) eve n .fo r adult t err ap ins . Tbis may 
b e ac complis he d most e conomica lly by th ,: us,~ of a f000 cho;)per 
sucl: a s is commonly emp loye d on f a r ms f or cutting st ock food s . 
For sma l l t e r r a pins the f ood st ou l rl b e fine l y gr ound i n a f ood 
chopper ) of U e type cO!T'cYfl.only us ed in tLc k i tch en . Drr i ng the 
cooler months of the year ) "Tbe n fish a r e sca rce and h i ;,:r :i..n 
price ) t errap in n or mal l y Li b crna t c: and ne." d no f ood a nd virtually 
n o atte ntio n . HoweVer ) t~.e establis r@ ent of a 11 :(2 rm lt for growing 
t e rra pins is no t r e comme nded ) unle ss s uff i cient cap ita l is a va ilab le 
to fi nance t Le p roj e ct f or a pe riod of about 8 years if ithout a n 
appre ciab l e income . 

The ma l e s do not gr o'.'i l a r ge <:ind a r c of little va 1 U\=:' for fo od . 
f ortuna t ely) fr om a n e conomic poi nt of v iew ) a r 2.tio .of only about 
1 male t o 6 f ·::ma les b3. s occur r e d among a ni! a Is k:;Tovm in c 2ptivi ty . 
Such a SeX r at io ) als o ) s eems proper for br eeding.pur pos e s ) .a s it 
i~sur e s a high de gree of f ert il ity of the cg6 s . wt,cn s ever a l 
hundr ed wild t errap in wer. e c,-' p t~ ,U' e d on na tur a l br 8eding gr ounds 
in 1937 the r e wa s a n average. of one me I e t o .ncar l y 6 f ema l e s . 

Among t he young ti e s ex e s 8 L . no t dis ti '1guis rable Gx terna lly . 
hONE ver , at A. l cngth of about 3 to 3- 1/2 incr e s tL E: male s become 
r e cognizab l e k trO'lgh t r EO dev elo illt:nt of a l onger cmd much sto cki r~ r 

t a il , a sma ller hea d , a nd .8. proport ion2.Lly na rrower uDp'~ r shell 
( car~ pace ) th2n that .possess ed by th~ f emal e. Until the s ex es 
b e come differ e ntia t e d .exter nally, th'? r e te of growth of males a nd 
f emales appears to be about equa l . Tr ert.2 f -t:.::: r, t i.c m2..1''?s gr ow 
,ucr. mor e slo'wly , and tr,e max i;uui'Tl l ength a tta ined C.mong Cb'2 S3 -

peake ar.d C2r01 ina krr qp' ns is only about 4- 3/4 inch:s (l'1easur i ng 
along the median line of tl E- l ower shell , a m<::.. a. s 1J.refY1cr.t a l wRys 
used in co. ,.E:: rcG) , vlhe r eas the L ::rLi-1 1es rea ch 't length ,.)1' 7 a nd 
r a r e ly 7- 1/2 inches . The T2xas terr spin i_s a l arger spec i es 2nd 
c:tt t a ins a s omewhat greate r l ength . 

The' r oduction of young t ,,, r r ap i.n 2t tLe: Beaufort La tcbery 
has been gr ec>tly increa s E-;d s i nc r 193 1 by enlar g'2m ent of the concrete 

r eed ing pens in wh i ch a broodstock , cons istinc;' of appr oxima t e l y 
600 males and 2 , 000 f ema l e s , r . .3 s oc:e n in cap tiv:i.ty for m2.. ny years . 
!Juring tr e 15 year pe r iod pr i or t o 1946 a t ot2, 1 of 193 , T i 5 young 
di amond- ba cks '1;2 r (.: ha tched , r ear e d and pr otectrxl unti l t~ley we r e 
about 10 montLs ol d a no Hen d i str ibu t e d at s ev8r c! 1 of th~ 
Ser v i ce ' s Wildlife Refuge s and ot L::. r f cwor ab l e COBS t 2. 1 a r t;a s from 
Var ylct nd t o Flor ida " A consider 8.b l c numbe r of t he eggs , embryos 
a nd young wer e a lso utilize d for medical studies ; and b i ologi ca l 
r e s earch . 
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