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During the Quaternary, Emys orbicularis invaded the area of the Czech Re-
public at least twice. The first proven colonization occurred during the Cromer
(Günz/Mindel) interglacial of the Lower Pleistocene. The oldest postglacial
records are of Mesolithic age (early Holocene) for Bohemia and of Neolithic
age (middle Holocene) for southern Moravia. Most findings were made in
later Neolithic to early Eneolithic sites, and sites of the Bronze Age, and the
Germanic or Slavonic era. The youngest archaeological record is from the me-
dieval locality of Šakvice in southern Moravia. The gap between the oldest
literature record (1603) and youngest archaeological finding is less than 400
years. Based on archaeological findings and literature records, a continuous
occurrence of E. orbicularis in the territory of today’s Czech Republic is likely
from the early Holocene until historic times. All recent attempts to find in
the Czech Republic surviving native relict populations have failed.
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Introduction

The European pond turtle, Emys orbicularis (L.,
1758), is a widely distributed species, living on
three continents (FRITZ, 1998). Rapid growth of
the human population, urbanization, and develop-
ment of intensive agriculture and industry during
the last century caused the pond turtle to retreat
from a huge part of its former range. This process
is most evident in the developed countries of West
and Central Europe, where the distribution was
already discontinuous before this decline.

The natural occurrence of E. orbicularis in
the Czech Republic has long been a topic of
debate. Doubts have been raised about the au-
tochthony of any recent records because the tur-
tles were subject of trade for centuries, formerly
as food item during Lent (ZÁLESKÝ, 1922), and
later as pet. The current absence of E. orbicularis
in the Czech Republic is the result of a synergistic
effect of suboptimal climate and disturbances by
man, as in other parts of Central Europe (FRITZ,
1998). Alterations of wetlands (river regulations,
drainage of floodplains) and pollution of surface-
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Fig. 1. Emys orbicularis find-
ings and records in the Czech
Republic. Open squares: Pleis-
tocene; black circles: Holocene;
open circle with arrow: Vid-
navské mokřiny Natural Re-
serve. The numbers correspond
to Table 1.

water in fertile lowlands can be considered as the
main reasons for the further retreat of the species
in the Czech Republic. Currently there are only
two areas which could still harbour native turtles:
the lowlands of southern Moravia and the border-
land of Silesia (ŠIROKÝ, 2000).

This study aims to document the prehistoric,
historic, and current distribution of the European
pond turtle in the Czech Republic.

Material and methods

Information was gained from literature sources, mu-
seum collections, archives of the Institute of Archaeol-
ogy of the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic,
and field research. Data were divided into the follow-
ing two categories: Turtle findings from archaeological
excavations were attributed to the category Ancient
distribution. Data covering the period since the first
literature record to the present time were summarized
as Historic distribution (ŠIROKÝ, 2000).

The age of the Ancient records were determined
from relevant publications or unpublished excavation
reports, together with important parameters such as
cultural stratum, parallel findings, and exact loca-
tion. A lot of information was obtained by mail re-
quests or by personal communication with archaeolo-
gists. Holocene data were filed according to the age.
This enables us to determine chronological differences
in abundance of turtle findings. As the Pleistocene
age covers a much longer period with fewer records,
the older Quaternary discoveries were not arranged
chronologically.

In areas where the existence of native turtles was
thought to be still possible, we started a monitoring
programme in 1996. We collected for the Czech Repub-
lic all available data about turtle sightings and tried to
verify them. Moreover, 12 baited traps were used dur-
ing 23 days (May and June 2001) for a thorough survey
of the Natural Reserve of Vidnavské mokřiny (wetlands
of Vidnava) in Czech Silesia (50◦22.5′ N, 17◦11.9′ E).
Pieces of two-day-old beef heart were used as bait.

Results

Ancient distribution
We obtained data on turtle findings from 27
archaeological sites (Tab. 1). Earlier Quater-
nary findings of the European pond turtle from
the Pleistocene of the Czech Republic are lim-
ited to two localities from Central Bohemia.
These turtles have been dated to the Cromer
(Günz/Mindel) interglacial (ZÁZVORKA, 1938;
ULLRICH & M�LYNARSKI, 1978), approximately
800,000–600,000 years before the present. Up to
now, there are no Pleistocene turtle localities
known from the Moravian lowlands.

A similar situation emerges for early Holo-
cene (Mesolithic) records. All findings from the
Mesolithic are located in northwestern Bohemia.
Younger localities, starting with Neolithic age, are
distributed both in the southern Moravian low-
lands and in the Bohemian depression (Fig. 1).
Their chronological distribution (Fig. 2) demon-
strates that turtles were most frequently discov-
ered in the later Neolithic or early Eneolithic
sites (4000–3000 B.C.), in Bronze Age excavations
(1900–700 B.C.), and excavations from the Ger-
manic or Slavonic eras (200–1000 A.C.). Although
some short time gaps are present, the occurrence
of Emys orbicularis in prehistoric times seems to
be continuous since the Mesolithic period. The
youngest archaeological turtle findings in Bohemia
date from the end of the first millennium after
Christ (in the Czech Republic called Slavonic era),
while in Moravia they come from the Middle Ages
(13th or the beginning of 14th century).

Historic distribution
The first literature record for the occurrence
of turtles in the current Czech Republic was
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Table 1. Archaeological findings of Emys orbicularis in the Czech Republic.

No. Locality Exact location Age of finding References

1 Přezletice Zlatý kopec Cromer interglacial ZÁZVORKA (1938)
2 Koněprusy Zlatý kůň, cave C 718 Cromer interglacial ZÁZVORKA (1957);

M�LYNARSKI (1964)
3 Dřevčice Abri Máselník I (Butter-

berg)
Mesolithic PEŠA (1998); SVO-

BODA (1998)
4 Zátyní North edge of village,

4 km NW of Dubá
Mesolithic, late Tarde-
noisian

PROŠEK & LOŽEK
(1952)

5 Dolní Beřkovice Feature No. 480 SP Stroked ceramic culture
6 Jezeřany-Maršovice Na kocourkách Lengyel culture To the site:

RAKOVSKÝ (1978)
7 Lednice Hole at Lengyel settle-

ment
Lengyel culture FREISING (1931);

SKUTIL (1935)
8 Jenštejn Domov důchodců, feature

No. 105
Early Eneolithic phase BEECH (1995)

9 Dobroměřice Feature No. 1/72 Funnel beaker culture SMRŽ (1975)
10 Mlékojedy Na vrších Baden culture To the site: MO-

TYKOVÁ & ZÁPO-
TOCKÝ (2002)

11 Praha-Bubeneč Cemetery Únětice culture PETRBOK (1933)
12 Rebešovice Grave No. 10 Únětice culture ONDRÁČEK (1962)
13 Borotice From rampart of barrow

27
Věteřov group
(approx. 1500 B.C.)

To the site: STUCHLÍK
(1991)

14 Blučina Cezavy Early or late Bronze Age
(not middle)

SKUTIL (1960)

15 Bulhary Found superficially Early or late Bronze Age
(not middle)

To the site: STUCHLÍK
(1977)

16 Lipence Hole 8 Knovíz culture
17 Čelákovice Engelsovy domy, feature

No. 6/76
Štítary/Silesian
Platěnice culture

18 Ostrov Near Zápy Štítary/Silesian
Platěnice culture

KYSELÝ (2002)

19 Horákov Hole near Horákov
into direction of Velatice

Hallstatt Age SKUTIL (1935)

20 Lanžhot Podsedky, feature 6 Hallstatt Age To the site: PEŠKA &
RAKOVSKÝ (1987)

21 Vícemilice Plot No. 1091, square No.
11, western fireplace

Roman Age

22 Čejč At railway Germanic settlement SKUTIL (1935)
23 Lednice No details Germanic or Slavonic

Age
SKUTIL (1949)

24 Čejč Slavonic barrow 700-800 A.C. SKUTIL (1960)
25 Kouřim Sv. Kliment Second half of 10th cen-

tury
PEŠKE (1985)

26 Šakvice Štěpničky 13th or beginning of
14th century

PEŠKE (1981)

27 Libice nad Cidlinou No details Holocene NEČAS et al. (1997)

published in the year 1603. The Czech chron-
icler BŘEZAN described the transport of tur-
tles from southern Moravia to southern Bohemia
(ZÁLESKÝ, 1925). The second person, who dis-
cussed the occurrence of turtles in some Mora-

vian ponds, was PEŠINA Z ČECHORODU (1677).
After his work, a long period follows with few
records. Some exceptional notes from the 18th and
19th century provide information about occurrence
and keeping imported E. orbicularis in southern
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Fig. 2. Chronological distribution of Holocene archaeological findings of Emys orbicularis. (A) archaeological
era; (B) time distribution of turtle findings, broken lines refer to findings with inexact dating; (C) scale; (D)
timing in thousands of years; (E) palaeoclimatological partition.

Bohemia (reviewed by ZÁLESKÝ, 1922). Another
wave of records starts in the 19th century with its
peak during the first three decades of 20th cen-
tury. Further sightings follow the Second World
War, but these are rarer (ŠIROKÝ, 2000).

Our monitoring programme of selected lo-
calities yielded only one new record. The shell
of an adult male was found by the senior au-
thor in September 2000 in the Natural Reserve
of Vidnavské mokřiny (ŠIROKÝ, 2001). But sub-
sequent exploration of this locality in spring 2001
did not reveal any other turtles. Moreover, we dis-
covered that the specimen in the Šumperk mu-
seum collection, mentioned as E. orbicularis from
Vidnava (BENEŠ & HUDEČEK, 1992), was deter-
mined erroneously. In fact, it is a young slider,
Trachemys scripta (Schoepff, 1792). Further, the
local inhabitants of Vidnava, formerly quite fa-
miliar with turtles, have not provided any new
records in recent years. It seems that E. orbicularis
has definitely disappeared at this locality (Fig. 1).
New records of turtle sightings provided by anglers
and other reliable persons concentrate in south-
ern Moravia, along the rivers Dyje (Thaya) and
Morava (March), between Lednice, Lanžhot and
Hodonín. However, these records have not been
confirmed yet.

Discussion

According to our data, there is no doubt that
Emys orbicularis once occurred naturally in the
Czech Republic. This contradicts ŠTĚPÁNEK (1949)
who questioned that turtles from Czech archae-
ological sites represent native individuals. He
thought that all turtle remains were liturgical tools
or decorative articles, and supposed that these

were imported from somewhere in Southeast Eu-
rope. However, as archaeological turtle remains are
quite numerous, this is not convincing. Moreover,
many turtle findings were not modified by man
and some were found associated by chance with
cultural layers.

The age of the oldest records of E. orbicularis
in the Czech Republic corresponds to other Pleis-
tocene findings in Central Europe (ULLRICH &
M�LYNARSKI, 1978; FRITZ, 1995). The Pleistocene
is characterized by more or less regularly alternat-
ing cold glacial periods and warmer interglacial pe-
riods (LOŽEK, 1973). Both Czech findings fall into
the Cromer (Günz/Mindel) interglacial, which be-
longs to the earlier part of these temperature oscil-
lations. In contrast to Germany or Slovakia (ULL-
RICH & M�LYNARSKI, 1978; FRITZ, 1995), there are
no records from later interglacials. Perhaps this
reflects a distribution gap during these periods in
the Czech Republic. However, southern Moravia
communicates via river valleys with the Pannon-
ian lowlands, and colonization from there seems
likely for all interglacials. Thus, a more probable
explanation is that archaeological sites of the ap-
propriate ages are simply lacking.

After the last glacial, in the Holocene, Euro-
pean pond turtles recolonized what is now known
as Czech Republic, as evinced by subfossil find-
ings. Postglacial discoveries were unearthened in
both of the warmest areas of the Czech Republic,
the Bohemian depression and the southern Mora-
vian lowlands. Turtles inhabited the Bohemian de-
pression at least since Mesolithic times, whereas
the oldest known findings in southern Moravia are
from Neolithic sites. The early Holocene was char-
acterized by increasing temperature and humidity,
leading to a reforestation of a pristine steppe and
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forest-steppe landscape. Human impact to land-
scape was negligible in the early Holocene, due
to low population density and the mode of life
as hunter and gatherer. However, in the Neolithic
(middle Holocene), in part of the Czech Repub-
lic primitive agriculture and settlements devel-
oped, leading to local deforestation. Such clear-
ings favoured the survival of many steppe elements
in Central Europe (e. g. molluscs: LOŽEK, 1981).
Thus, in spite of many negative impacts, some hu-
man activities may have facilitated the local sur-
vival of turtles in Central Europe until the recent
past. However, with the rapidly growing local hu-
man population, negative impacts, like hunting of
turtles for food and habitat destruction, overrode
the positive effects (FRITZ, 1996, 2003).

The use of turtles for food possibly reached
a peak from the Middle Ages until the 18th cen-
tury. However, during the 17th and 18th centuries,
turtles were imported to Bohemia and Silesia as
lent-food for Catholics (ŠIROKÝ, 2000, 2001). This
suggests that local Czech populations had already
collapsed then. Moreover, in the 19th and 20th cen-
turies, the developing intensive agriculture, heavy
industry and the further growth of the human pop-
ulation deteriorated the majority of turtle habitats
in the Czech Republic, surely leading to an exter-
mination of most perhaps surviving relict popula-
tions.

Regarding the current state of E. orbicularis
in the Czech Republic, there is little hope for any
remaining native populations. From 1869–1929 re-
peated pond turtle findings were reported from
northwestern Bohemia (FLASAR & FLASAROVÁ,
1975, 1995; MORAVEC, 1999; ŠIROKÝ, 2000). It
is unclear whether these records refer to a na-
tive relict population or to introduced turtles. In
this area no current findings are known. In Czech
Silesia, a probably native population (Odra river
basin, near Ostrava) disappeared at the beginning
of 20th century. This population was probably con-
nected with the continuous range of E. orbicularis
in Poland (SMYČKA, 1899; ADOLPH, 1921). How-
ever, near Vidnava turtles survived until the sec-
ond half of the 20th century (BENEŠ & HUDEČEK,
1992). The Vidnava reserve is located very close
to the Polish border, and we located a suitable
nesting site on the Polish side of the border. The
shell of an adult turtle, found by the senior author
in September 2000, encouraged further research.
Despite intensive trapping and interviews of local
anglers and inhabitants in 2001, we could not ver-
ify the survival of turtles there. In the centre of
Moravia exist no suitable regions for E. orbicu-
laris. Only in the floodplains of southern Moravia

relict populations could survive until now, as in-
dicated by recent sightings. Further research is
needed to survey this area.
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