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MARKETS AND RECIPES FOR FRESW-WA TER TURTusY 

Markets for fresh-water turtles, in common with those for many other 
aquatic commodities, follow no well-defined geographical pattern. Through 
custom or superior facilities, some of our cities have become good markets 
for certain fishery products. Thus, St. Louis is an excellent market for 
the Atlantic coast whiting because of the use of this fish in the sand
wiches which are popular in that area; Pacific halibut leads in Denver's 
fresh-fish trade; fresh-water catfish is most important in the fresh-fish 
trade of Oklahoma City; and the Great Lakes blue pike leads in Buffalo. 

Some of our better markets for fresh-water turtles are in the cities 
of Philadelphia, Wilmington, Baltimore, Washington, Pittsburgh, 
Louisville, Cincinnati, Chicago, st. Louis, and New Orleanso Cleveland 
is considered a fair market, while the demand in New York, Kansas City, 
Omaha, Nashville, and Detroit is very small. 

Philadelphia, Wilmington, and Baltimore have been and are considered 
among our better turtle markets, but several of the dealers in these 
cities reported that consumption is declining. These dealers pointed 
out that in earlier years the use of turtles was associated vrith the 
consumption of liquors. Thus, there was a sharp decline in the use of 
turtles with the advent of prohibition. This market· was only partly re
gained following repeal. 

By far, the bulk of the consumption of turtles in cities is through 
restaurants, hotels, clubs, and similar outlets. Their use to any con
siderable extent in the home is apparently restricted to the smaller 
com~unities near where they are captured, and particularly to tte 
fisherfolk. 

THE TURTLES 

The common snapping turtle is the one most frequently sold through 
our city markets. Its habitat is quite general over the eastern half 
of the United States. The usual size range of specimens found in the 
markets is from about 4 to 25 pounds, although they have been known to 
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attain weights of 75 pounds or more. The smaller specilr.ens are more 
tender, however, and consequently preferred for food. The yield of meat, 
including leg bones, from snapping turtles, is said to be about one-half 
the weight of the live turtle. 

The alligator snapping turtle, which is said to reach weights ot more 
than 200 pounds, is found in southern areas overlapping the range ot the 
common snapper. It is usually marketed in st. Louis, New Orleans, and 
elsewhere in the South. ~veral species of soft-shell turtles are used 
for food and are generally acclaimed as being delicious. These turtles 
seldom reach the large city markets but are said to be handl~d to a 
moderate extent in the local markets in the areas which they frequent. 
They are particularly popular as a food among those who capture turtles 
fa r sale. 

Numerous other species of fresh-water turtles are used a1t food. Among 
such sDecies, Pope~/lists the Mississippi and common map turtles, the 
Pacific pond turtle, the Mobile turtlf', the Suwanee turtle, the red-bellied 
and yellow-bellied turtles, the chicken turtle,and Troost's turtle. Wood 
t1.crtles and painted t'.lrtles also are said to be eaten lccally at times. It 
is reported that the desert tortoise probably has alwraY8 been eaten by the 
!ndians and by prospectors when other food was not available. The Creek 
Indians are reported to have eaten and relished gopher tortoise in regions 
where they are plenti ful. 

Capture: Snapping tllrtles are taken c anmercially by various types of 
gear. Two-thirds of the quantity taken in 1950 were by fyke or hoop nets, 
and turtle traps or pots. About a fi~th are captured by baited lines, with 
smaller amounts by haul seines, "poillld lt nets, spears, grabs, and by hand. 
Soft-shell turtlp.s in the southern Mississippi River valley states are 
mainly caught by fyke nets, with minor quantities taken by various other 
methods o It is reported that fishermen or others in the turtle fishing 
corrummities frequently maintain pens for storing the live snapping turtles 
until they can be marketed most advantageously. 

Some snapping turtles are taken durinf. the wintpr months while the 
turtles are in hibernation. During the autlrnm and early winter they collect 
and reud-up for the winter. The turtle fisherman's equipment consists of an 
iron rod with a hook at one end and sharpened at the other. The sharp end 
is prodded into the mud abng the banks of streams until the turtle, which 
feels to the fisherman much like a chunk of wood, is encountered. It is 
then pulled out with the hook. The nreference of turtles for muskrat holes 
as places for hibernation is indicated by one report of the capture of 26 
turtles from one burrow, and another of taking 1,420 pounds from a single 
hole. Snappers also congr~~ate about and under old logs. An instance was 
reported of a fisherman who obtained 20 turtles Neighing from 10 to 20 
pounds each under a log in one of the sloughs of the Mississippi River. 

~/ Turtles of the United States and Canada, by Clifford H. Pope. 
Published by Alfred A. Knopf, Inco New York City. 1939. 
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Anal)~es of Markets in Chicago and New York City: Receipts of live 
fresh-water turtles of all kinds in the Chicago market areas during 1953 
aggregated 4,400 pounds, while turtle meat amounted to 25,600 pounds~ 
The States of origin for the live turtle shipments were, in order of 
their importance: Wisconsin, Florida, Louisiana, Kentucky, and Michigan. 
Nearly 90 percent of the turtle meat came from Wisconsin and Florida , 
with smaller quantities from Kentucky, Michigan, and Minnesota. Here, 
as in most other cities, the principal medium for the consumption of 
turtles is through restaurants, clubs, taverns, and hotels, with some 
demand from southern-born whites who have come from sections of the 
South where turtles have long been esteemed, and to a lesser degree from 
Chinese and Negroes. 

The Chicago fresh-water turtle market is based almost entirely on 
snapping turtles; other kinds of hard-shell turtles and soft-shell 
turtles amount to a very small percentage of the annual market trans
actions. Snapping turtles received in Chicago usually range in size 
from a minimum of 5 pounds to a maximum of ho pounds each, with spec
imens weighing from 5 to 15 pounds most desired. Soft-shell turtlee 
vary from y to 8 pounds in weight, with 3 to 5 pounds as the preferred 
sizes. Other hard-shell turtles frequently called terrapin, land 
terrapin, or mud terrapin, vary from about 6 to 10 inches in width of 
shell or carapace. 

New York's market receipts of live fresh-water turtles during 1953 
totaled less than h,ooo pounds. Receipts of turtle meat were negligible. 
Dealers in New York distinguish among snapping turtles, soft-shell turtles, 
and sliders. The latter term applies to the several species of hard-shell 
turtles other than snappers. It is said that the principal market for 
snapping turtles is among the Chinese. Soft-shell turtles are seldom sold 
in New York and are receivpd mainly on order by people of southern birth for 
special occasionR. Sliders are sold principally to scientific or 
biological supply houses, with a few going to the Chinese trade for food. 

Terrapins, taken in brackish water along the Atlantic Coast from New York 
to Texas, are also marketed. In 1953, around 15,000 pounds were reportea as 
being received b~ the wholese~e dealers in Fulton Market, New York. 

PREPARATION AND RECIPES FOR COOKnmJ/ 

In dressing the turtle, the first step is the removal of the head. This can 
be rather easily accomplished in the case of the snapper by causing it to snap 
at a stick. It grasps the stick with a tenacious hold and the head can be 
readily pulled forward. The heads of other species may be made to protrude cy 
applying pressure, as with the foot, \0 the back or upper part of the stell. 
After the neck is well stretched out, the head can ,be readily cut off. Dress
ing tte turtle is described by Clark and Southall as follows: ". • . • a . 
sharp knife is run around the edges of the skin where it joins the shell ana 

Y Fresh-water turtles: a source of meat supply, by H. Halton Clark,and 
John B. Southallo Published as appendix 7 to the Report of ~;e Commissioner 
of Fisheries, 1919. (This publication is out of print but is available for 
reference in many university and public libraries, especially those ~ict 
are Government Depositories.) 



the skin pulled back over the legs to the feet, which are then disjointed. 
The lower part of the shell or plastron is then removed by cutting through the 
bridges which join tte upper and lower shells, cutting close to the lower part 
of the shell. With snappers and soft-shells, in which the bridges are rather 
soft and cartilaginous, this can be done with a sharp knife. With the terrapin 
the bridge may be cut with a hatchet or saw. Havine cut tt.e bridges, the 
plastron or under shell may be readily removed by inserting a sharp knife under 
it and lifting it off. This done, the entra i 15 may be extracted with very 
little trouble, and the four quarters easily taken out fro~ the carapace or 
upper shell. If one wishes to save the tenderloin in the upper part or 
tceiling' of the carapace, the ribs may be cut with a hatchet. To the reader 
this may appear to be a lengthy and complicated process; but, ••• it is a 
simpler process than killing, plucking, and dressing a chicken." 

Those familiar with the use of turtle for edible purposes say that the 
snapper contains several kinds of meat. One man reported 6 or 1 kinds; 
another, 7 to 9 kinds; and still ano~ber, III kir:ds. Many city dwe11p.rs are 
not familiar with the use of turtle meat in any other way than in soups. No 
doubt, the demand for fresh-water turtles would be appreciably increased if 
there were a more general familiarity with the methods for the prepa~ation of 
turtles for the table. Some recipes follow: 

4 lbs. snapper meat 
1/3 lb. minced onion 
2 tbsp. flour 
1/4 cup lard or olive oil 

SNAPPER STEW 

I! pints water 
Nine glass of Madeira wine 
1 small clove of minced garlic 
Bay lea f, thyme, and salt to tas te 

Brown the onion and garlic lightly in the lard or oil. Cut the meat into 
cubes about I-inch square, sprinkle with flour, and braise lightly in the hot 
fat 0 Add the water slowly and when near the boiling point, out in the Madeira 
wine and other seasonings. Simmer one hour. 

Fried Snapper: Put the turtle meat into salt water overrlight. 
sprinkle with flour, and fry slowly in plenty of fat until brown. 
snapper is said to be better than fried chicken and olrl turtles as 
yOlli~g for cooking in this manner. 

Wipe dry, 
Frieri. 
good as 

Turtle Cutlet: Take lean turtle meat, pound until like cubed steak, dip 
in egg, roll in meal, and fry in hot fat. 

Other recipes include those for tQrtle soup, turtle chowder, steamed turtle, 
s~~ered turtle, curry of turtle, turtle ravioli, turtle sausage, stewed terrapi 
with cream, and additional reCipes for fried turtle. 
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