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ON OLDEN POND

by Lorie Lee Steiner

At 
any given time, on any given 
day, there is mystery afloat 
in the natural landscape, in 
that watery realm referred to 

simply as “the pond.” Nothing more than a 
puddle in the grand scheme of things, this 
unobtrusive fixture of rural scenery often 
harbours age-old creatures and conun-
drums to rival those in Tolkien’s beloved 
Shire and the yellow-brick fantasy land of 
Oz. Sometimes, a mysterious marvel makes 
its way to shore and when you have the 
great fortune to spot one in person, you 
won’t believe your eyes.

We’ve all heard of Nessie, the mythical 
sea monster who poses for photo ops in 
the now-famous Scottish pond, Loch Ness. 
Well, this is the story of a real-life resident of 
the murky shallows at the rear of our country 
property. Enter Prudence of the Pond—a 
celebrity in her own right, just by being, well, 
prudent. Our first introduction was purely 
by accident. I was rounding the corner of 
the potting shed, swinging an empty bird 
feeder in each hand while humming and 
not paying the slightest attention to where 
I was going. She was parked in the sun in 
front of the shed doors, nice as you please, 
waxing thoughtful on her next move, as 
prehistoric-esque snappers are prone to do.

Don’t get me wrong, Prudence (as I later 
named her for her perseverance and instinc-
tive wisdom) was in no way threatening. Or 
so I hoped. She was just…there. Enormous, 
as turtles go, with an algae-ringed carapace 
at least 16” in diameter, a pronounced spiky 

tail surely evolved from the Jurassic age, and 
a forlorn, wrinkled face that spoke volumes. 
She was in dire need of a manicure; her 
curved 2” long talons, cracked and worn, 
testified to a life of hard knocks about which 
at the time I knew little. Inside my head, 
all I could hear was “Snapping turtles are 
dangerous! They’ll bite your hand off or 
worse! Keep away!” But I was smitten.

She looked up at me with amber-flecked 
eyes, as if to say, “What? You’ve never seen 
a mother in labour before?” I stared back 
for a minute or two, still keeping a good 
few metres’ distance between us, then the 
cub reporter in me won out and I dropped 
the bird feeders and dashed into the sun 
porch for my trusty camera. No way was 
this not getting documented. Who would 
believe it without photographic evidence?

I returned and managed a couple of 
shots before Prudence stood up, poised 
on all claws, and started slowly moving. 
Her nails made a commanding “click, click, 
click” on the cement as she headed west 
onto the grass. I followed her gaze, her 
sights set on — gulp — the highway. More 
specifically, on the sandy berm on the far 
side of the busy two-lane road a couple of 
hundred feet away — an ideal nesting spot 
from her point of view. A disaster waiting to 
happen from mine. The only thing standing 
between Prudence and her destination was 
a low iron fence separating our front and 
back yards, and a steady stream of three 
o’clock traffic.

Fairly confident that the fence would halt 
her progress, I went inside to watch through 
the window. After all, a lady deserves her 
privacy. Meanwhile, I called our municipal 
office for help on how to stop her from get-
ting hit by a car. The response was “Hold a 
minute, please. I’ll ask….” Just as I thought, 
“No, Ma’am, we don’t do turtles. You can 
try Mr. So-and-so, at this number, he’s the 
turtle guy.” 

So call number two was placed to the 
turtle man, who gave me a useful piece 
of information. “She isn’t interested in 
biting you, she only wants to go and have 
her babies. Try and get her on a board or 
blanket and drag her across the road with 
it from behind. People don’t understand 
snappers. They don’t bite at all in the water, 
they swim away. And the only reason they 
bite on land is because their shell isn’t big 
enough underneath for them to pull their 
head in like other turtles. I’m laid up, so I 
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can’t come and help, but call back if you 
want my daughter to do it. She’ll be home in 
an hour. Cost you about 50 bucks though.”

Hmmm. Thanks but no thanks. By this 
time, I was photographing from the front 
yard, hoping she would get tired and make 
her way back to the pond. No such luck. 
This momma was determined. For the 
next hour, she tried in quiet desperation 
to squeeze through the iron bars, walking 
back and forth the length of the fence, sys-
tematically testing each gap then pausing 
for a few minutes rest in between. It was 
heartbreaking to see her, head and neck 
extended, front legs trying to spread the 
bars like a prisoner begging to be released.  
But at least containment was keeping her 
safe from crushing tires. 

Finally, she made her way to the far cor-
ner and, in an amazing feat of willpower, 
manoeuvred her body sideways over an 
upright remnant of angle iron and through 
a small space between a brick wall and the 
end post of the fence. That she didn’t flip 
over onto her back was amazing, but I’m 
sure she must have scraped her belly and 
under-legs on the sharp metal. The act 
of contortionism obviously tired the poor 
creature out for she lay down and put her 
head on the grass, her hard, raspy breathing 
bringing tears to my eyes.

But true to her resilient fortitude, it wasn’t 
long before the next and more critical chal-
lenge was underway. Prudence was on the 
move again, crossing the front grass towards 
the road. Cars, pickups, and transports 
travelled both lanes at the marked speed 
of 80 km, unaware that a mother turtle was 
preparing to enter harm’s way for the sake 
of her precious cargo — 20 to 40 round 
eggs, the size of ping-pong balls, laid at one 
time. Not unlike humans, female snapping 
turtles may live to the ripe old age of 100, 
but do not have babies until they are 18 
or 19 years old. This meant Prudence had 
been around for nearly two decades or 
possibly much longer. Had she survived 
this perilous journey from pond to nursery 
before or was this her first time?

At this point, I set the camera aside, intent 
on helping her find her way. Picking up a 
large maple twig, I prodded her gently to 
change direction and amble parallel to the 
roadway. By now, some drivers were slow-
ing to rubberneck; ironically, in this case it 
was a good thing. Some of my seasoned 
neighbours had also come out to view the 
spectacle — the newbie (me) had only 
lived here a few months and this was my 

ONTARIO TURTLE TALLY
The Toronto Zoo runs a wetland conservation 
programme called Adopt-A-Pond, offering people the 
chance to get personally involved with turtle preserva-
tion. By teaching the real facts about our ancient 
friends and encouraging on-line interaction via the 
“Ontario Turtle Tally,” everyone can make a difference. 
It’s simple. Wherever you see a turtle in Ontario, 
whether at the lake, on the road, or near your prop-
erty, the Tally wants to hear about it! Report your 
sightings by submitting an on-line form at www.toron-
tozoo.com/adoptapond/TurtleTally.asp. Reports from 
everywhere are important, whether the turtle is alive 
or dead, because this helps biologists learn where the 
areas of greatest risk are for the turtles, thus allowing 
managers to reduce threats and help them survive.
Here are some tips for Ontario Turtle Tally participants:
1. Turtles are often seen crossing the road during the 

spring nesting season or moving to hibernation 
sites in the fall. When it is safe to do so, please 
help turtles reach the side of the road in the direc-
tion they are heading. Do not turn them back.

2. Record the date, time, location, habitat type, kind 
of turtle, number of turtles, behaviour and weather 
conditions.

3. Your data will be used to update Ontario turtle 
distribution maps, highlight important wetland 
habitats, prioritize restoration projects and locate 
road mortality hotspots. Each year, you will receive 
a Turtle Tally participant report summarizing data 
from across the province.

4. Turtle road crossing signs are provided to private 
landowners and community members with road 
authority approval. For information contact  
Adopt-A-Pond at 416-392-5999 or by email at 
aap@torontozoo.ca 

Watch it. Love it. Leave it.
Turtles in Ontario are protected under the Fish and 
Wildlife Conservation Act. If you find a turtle, please do 
not disturb it. We all have a role to play in protecting 
wetland habitat and turtle nesting areas.
Several species of turtles in Ontario are classed as 
endangered, but they all deserve our protection. Here 
is a roll call by common name and status:

Stinkpot (Threatened) 
Wood (Threatened; Endangered) 
Spotted (Endangered) 
Snapping (Special Concern) 
Map (Special Concern) 
Blanding’s (Threatened) 
Midland Painted 
Western Painted 
Spiny Soft Shell (Threatened)

Note that the Red-eared Slider, often sold in pet stores, 
is NOT native to Ontario. Never release pet turtles into 
the wild. They may carry diseases that threaten our 
native turtles.
Please visit www.torontozoo.com/adoptapond for 
identification photos and more information.

first “Why did the turtle cross the road?” 
episode. For many others it was a regular 
spring event and, thankfully, they came to 
the rescue.

undisturbed. She then wandered away, as 
mother turtles are wont to do, leaving the 
offspring to their own devices. Early the next 
morning, I discovered the cradle had been 
robbed, probably by a raccoon that sniffed 
out the spoils and had them for a midnight 
snack. All that was left were several rubbery 
elongated shells, slit apart and lying in the 
open hole. Nature isn’t always nice.

We’ll never know how many of Pru-
dence’s babies made it back, but I did see 
one in the front yard next door some weeks 
later and it was heading in the direction 
of the pond. What miraculous instincts 
they have. On rare occasions, I’ve seen 
Prudence, or a relative, making ripples in 
the water, head and shell appearing as dark 
humps like a miniature Nessie. And if the sun 
is shining, every log and stump in the pond 
is adorned with glistening painted turtles 
basking in the glory of a summer’s day. o 

Prudence had now reached my asphalt 
driveway and was click, click, clicking across 
it at a remarkable speed. Steady and not so 
slow wins the race. Five minutes later she 
was two houses past. At this point, several 
homeowners had collaborated to stop the 
flow of traffic and steer her safely across 
the two lanes and into the ditch on the far 
side. Here she disappeared from view and 
life carried on as if nothing had happened. 

Two weeks after Prudence made her 
journey, another mother-in-waiting came 
up from the pond. This time it was a painted 
turtle, who apparently was happy to make 
her nest in my perennial garden: much less 
stressful for all concerned and a shorter 
trek. It was fascinating to watch her dig 
a hole with her back feet, bury the eggs, 
then fill the dirt back in and pat it down 
with leaves and mulch so the area looked 
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