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Tracbemys ga fgeae (Hartweg) 
Big Bend Slider 

Pseudemysscriptagaigeae Hanweg, 1939a:l. Type-locality, 'Boqui- 
Ilas, Rio Grande River, Brewster County, Texas." Holotype, Uni- 
versity of Michigan Museum of Zoology66472, an adult female 
collected by Helen T. Gaige on 15-17 July, 1928 (examined by 
author). 

Pseua!emysgaigeae Stejneger and Barbour, 1939:165. 
Cbtysemys scriptagaigeae: Smith and Taylor, 1%6:11. 
Pseudemys scripta gagei: Emst, 1%7:35. Lapsus calami 
Cbrysemysgaigsae: Weaver and Rose, 1967:63. 
Chrysemys gaigeae gaigeae: Weaver and Rose, 1967:70. 
Pseudemys scripta gaigea: Degenhardt and Christiansen, 197438. 

E r m .  
Cbtysemysgaigae: Ashton et al., 197651. Ex m r .  
Cbrysemysgaigea: Moraka, 1977:70. Ex m r .  
Cbrysemys scripta gaigae: Morafka, 1977371. Ex m r .  
Tracbemys n.1-nebulosalgaigeae: Ward, 198445. 
Tigaigene: Ward, 198447. Er mr. 
Trachemysgaigeae: Dixon, 1987:85. First use of present combina- 

tion. 
Tracbemys scripra gaigeae: Aldenon, 1988:177. 

Content. Tracbemysgaigeae is monorypic. 

Definition Adults reachover 22 cm in carapace length. The 
oval carapace is weakly keeled in juveniles but usually smooth in 
adults, posteriorly serrated, highest at the middle, and widest poste- 
rior to the middle. The venebrals are wider than long. The carapace 
is light olive-brown with a reticulate pattern of curved orange lines, 

n often surrounding small ocelli, on the pleurals and venebrals. A dark 
spot is present on each of the first three pleural scutes, and usually 
present on the fourth. Each marginal has a single, curved, orange bar 
anda dark-bordered ocellus at the lower, posteriorcomerof its upper 
surface. At least in males, melanism may develop with age. The 
ventral surfaces of the marginals have large dark-bordered ocelli at 
the seams, and the bridge is patterned with narrow, transverse dark 
lines. The hingelessplastron iscreamtoorangeor light olive, usually narrow lines that may spread laterally along the transverse seams. 
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Figure 1. Dorsal view of Tracbemysgaigeae. Photograph by Roger W. Barbour. 



the anals. The gular and peaoral scutes average 12% and 16% of 
carapace length, respectively; nonnally the abdominal is the longest 
plastral scute and the anal scute issecond longest (Legler, 1990). The 
skin is light olive to orange-brown; the forelegs are striped with 
yellow or orange; and vertical yellow or orange stripes occur on the 
hind quarters. An oval, black-bordered, red to orange postorbital 
spot is well separated from the orbit. The chin is medially striped, 
with lateral stripes shortened to ovals that are almost ocelli. The 
upper jaw is slightly notched, and the toes are webbed. 

Males have smaller carapaces which are less domed than that of 
females. Males have long, thick tails with the vent beyond the 
carapacial rim, and slightly concave plastrons. Mature males lack the 
elongated foreclaws found in male Tmcbemys scripta from the 
United States. The female has a short tail with the vent beneath the 
posterior marginals, and a flat plastron. 

Descriptions. Descriptions of adultsare given by Behlerand 
King (1979), Carr (19521, Chrapliwy and Fugler (19551, Cochran and 
Goin (1970), Conant and Collins (1991), Ernst (19901, Ernst and 
Barbour(l972,1989), Ernst et al. (in press), Garrett and Barker (1987), 
Hartweg (1939a, 1939b), Legler (1%0a), Legler and Webb (19701, 
Obst (1983), Pritchard (19791, Smith and Brodie (1982), Smith and 
Smith (1983, Stebbins (1985), Weaver andRose (1%7), and Williams 
et al. (1960). Juveniles are described by Carr (1952). Parsons (1968) 
provides a description of the choanae. 

Ilhtrations. Color photographs or drawings of adults can 
be found in Ernst et al. (in press), Garrett and Barker (1987), and Smith 
and Brodie (1982). Color drawings of the carapacial and plastral 
patterns are in Obst (1983). Black and white photographs or draw- 
ings of adults are provided by Casas-Andreu (1967), Ernst and 
Barbour (1972), and Ernst et al. (in press). Black and white photo- 
graphs or drawings of the lateral head panern are presented by 
Conant and Collins ( l s l ) ,  Obst (1983), and Pritchard (1979). Juve- 
niles are illustrated in black and white by Carr (1952) and Smith and 
Smith (1980). 

Distribution. Thespeciesoccurs in the Rio Grande (from the 
Big Bend upstream to at least the Bosque del Apache Refuge, New 
Mexico) and the Rim Conchos drainages of western Texas, New 
Mexico, Chihuahua, and Coahuila. Maps documenting the distribu- 

tion are presented in Conant and Collins (19911, Degenhardt and 
Chriitiansen (1974), Dixon (1987), Ernst et a]. (in press), Legler 
(1990), Smithand Smith(1980), and Stebbins(1985). Degenhardt and 
Chriitiansen (1974) discussed the range in New Mexico; Axtell ? 
(19591, Brown (1950), Carr (1952), Dixon (1987), Garrett and Barker 
(1987), Hamilton (1947), Legler (1960b), Minton (1959), and Raun 
andGehlbach(1972)listedTexas localities; andCasas-Andreu (1967), 
Chrapliwy and Fugler (1955), Legler (1%0b), Smith et al. (1%3), 
Smith and Smith (1980), and Williams et al. (1960) discussed the 
distribution in northern Mexico. 

Fossil Record None. 

Pertinent Literature. General accounts are inDixon (1987), 
Ernst et al. (in press), Garrett and Barker (1987), Raun and Gehlbach 
(1972), and Wauer (1980). Additional references are listed by topic: 
systematics (Brown, 1971; Hartweg, 1939a, 1939b; Holrnan, 1977; 
Legler, 1990; Legler and Webb, 1970; Moll and Legler, 1971; Obst, 
1983; Priceand Hillis, 1989; Smithand Smith, 1975,1980; Ward, 1980, 
1984; Weaver and Rose, 1967; Williams, 19561, zoogeography (Smith 
and Buechner, 194T), collection methods (Legler, 1960b), habitat 
(Carr, 1952; Degenhardt and Christiansen, 1974; Garrett and Barker, 
1987; Legler, 1 M b ;  Minton, 1959; Williams et al., 1960), behavior 
(Garrett and Barker, 1987; Legler, 1960b), reproduction (Garrett and 
Barker, 1987; Legler, 196Ob), food habits (Legler, 1960b; Parmenter 
and Avery, 1990), nasal structure (Parsons, 1968), and conservation 
status (Ashton et al., 1976). 

Etymology. The feminine name gaigeae is a genitive 
matronym honoring Dr. Helen Thompson Gaige, the collector of the 
holotype and colleague of Dr. Norman Hartweg at the University of 
Michigan Museum of Zoology. 

Remarks. Tmcbemysgaigeaewas described as a subspecies 
of Pseudemys scr@h by Hartweg (1939a). Stejneger and Barbour 
(1939) fust elevated it to specific rank (Pseudemysgaigeae), but gave 
no reason for their decision. This arrangement was virtually ignored 
until Weaver and Rose (1967) re-elevated it to a full species on 
morphological grounds, placing gaigeae in the genus Chtysemy~: 

m 
They included Cbrysemys s. biltoni and C. s. taybri in C. gaigeae as 
subspecies, believing that these three turtles were morphologically 

Figure 2. Ventral view ot Trachemysgaigeae. Photograph by Roger W. Barbour. 
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closer to the Pseudemysfloridana group than to Tracbemysscripta 
Holman (197T) also thought this arrangement more natural. How- 
ever, specific status for T. gaigaaewas not generally accepted. Smith 
and Smith (1980) thought this species, along with T. s. biltoniand T. 
s. nebulosa, and the undescribed endemic subspecies of the Rio 
Nazas, T. s. bathuegi (- Pseudemys s. bartwegi Legler, 1990:89), a 
member of a distinctive 'gaiged group of sliders, as first noted by 
Legler and Webb (1970). Ward (1980, 1984), recognizing that 
Tmcbemysgaigaae is a different taxon than T. scripta, separated the 
two on morphological evidence, but placed T. gaigeaein the species 
T. nebulosa (although his designation is obscured by several spelling 
errors in his 1984 publication). D i o n  (1987) later listed T. gaigeaeas 
a separate species, without giving a reason, and Price and Hillis 
(1989) reported that at least one fued allelic difference exists be- 
tween Zgaigeaeand T. scripts Legler (1990) considered T. gaigeae 
a subspecies of the 'polytypic, monophyletic species" Pseudemys 
scripta (- T. scripta), while acknowledging that this was only one 
conservative approach to the "immense amount of variation and 
extensive geographic range" of P. scripta, and that others had 
considered one or more of its many subspecies to be full species 
(Stejneger and Barbour, 1939; Weaver and Rose, 1967; Ward, 1984; 
Dixon, 1987). Conant and Collins (1991) also recognized T. gaigaae 
as a full species, apparently on the basis of its supposed allopatry. 
However, the species is not entirely allopatric and occurs together 
with T. scripta elegans in at least one impoundment in New Mexico 
without gene exchange (Charles W. Painter, in litt.). This is not 
surprising because the courtship behaviors of the two turtles are 
dissimilar. That of T. gaigeae does not include the frontal face 
stroking of T. s. elegans, and is more similar to that of T. s. taylon'with 
a pursuit from the rear and possible biting (pers. obs.). Generally a 
species does not have more than one courtship pattern (Ernst, 190). 
The assumed intergradation between these two taxa (Hamilton, 
1947; Hartweg, 1939b; Shannon and Smith, 1949; and Smith and 
Smith, 1980) does not occur; based on the ranges of gaigeae and 
scripta in Texas (Dixon, 1987), reported intergrades are probably 
variant T. s. elegans. In Texas, T. gaigeae does not venture farther 
inland than the flood plain of the Rio Grande, whereas T. s. elegans 
occurs farther east in more upland waterways, thus the two turtlesare 
effectively separated. The morphological differences between T. 
gaigeaeand T. scripta noted by Weaver and Rose (1967) and Ward 
(1980,19841, and the allelic differences reported by Price and Hillis 
(1989), along with the different courtship behavior, and syrnpatry 
without gene exchange, support separation of the two taxa. This 
approach has been followed by Ernst et al. (in press). 

The relationships between Tmchemysgaigeae and T. s. harhuqpi, 
T. s. hiltoni, T. s. nebulosa, and T. s. taylon'require additional study; 
possibly T. s. harhuegi may prove to be a subspecies of T. gaigeae. 
Legler (1990:91) included as paratypesof T. s. hattwegi U.S. National 
Museum specimens 60921 and 103706 (as 103760) and Museum of 
Comparative Zdology specimens 4550 and 4551, all of which were 
listed as paratypes of T. gaigeae by Hartweg (1939a:l). 

As can be seen fromthe synonomy, the name gaigeaehas been 
one ofthe most frequently misspelled names of any North American 
turtle. 

The life history of Trachemys gaigeae is virtually unknown; a 
good ecological and behavioral study is needed. 
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