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Visitors to the kitchen at Burghley House, Lincolnshire may be surprised to find fourteen green sea turtle 
(Chelonia mydas) skulls mounted on the wall adjacent to the main fireplace and ovens (Fig. 1).  Now 
open to the public, Burghley House is a grand Elizabethan mansion located near Stamford.  Built between 
1555 and 1587 by William Cecil, the 1st Baron Burghley and chief minister to Queen Elizabeth I, it stands 
as one of the preeminent examples of Elizabethan architecture.  The skulls on display date back to the 
19th century when turtle soup was considered a Victorian delicacy for the social elite (Ching, 2016).  The 
soup would often be served in animal-shaped tureens (Murphy, 2016), with a turtle-shaped one visible 
within the kitchen beneath the skulls.  It was not just soup that C. mydas were used for, there are over 
280 known recipes for turtles, most of which date back to this period (Liner, 2005). 
 
Chelonia mydas usually grow up to 100 cm in length, but are recognised as being able to sometimes grow 
larger (Eguchi et al., 2012).  The diet of C. mydas is variable with macroalgae, seagrass and gelatinous 
macrozooplankton known to be included, depending on availability (Vélez-Rubio et al., 2016).  Seagrass 
comprises the majority of the diet in the northwest Atlantic Ocean (Esteban et al., 2020).  However, diets 
are affected by a number of factors, such as water temperature, size class and, most recently, 
anthropogenic effects (Seminoff et al., 2002; Vélez-Rubio et al., 2016).  The species can be found over a 
large range, from the Atlantic, Pacific and Indian Oceans.  They can also be found in the Mediterranean 
Sea (Speybroeck et al., 2016).  Their range does not usually include the waters around Great Britain and 
Ireland, with C. mydas being one of the more susceptible species of marine turtle to cold-stunning due to 
a reduced physiological tolerance to cooler temperatures (Botterell et al., 2020). 
 
Turtle soup gained popularity in England from the 1750s, where the animals were imported from 
Ascension Island or the West Indies (Clarkson, 2010) but declined rapidly about 150 years later from 
overfishing and overexploitation (Witzell, 1994).  The turtles were frequently brought to England in tanks 
of seawater, and kept alive until they were required (Ching, 2016).  The C. mydas skulls on display in 
Burghley House’s kitchen were found in a nearby storeroom in the 1950s and placed on the wall in the 
current location by Mr Tomlin, the House carpenter in 1956, before Lord Exeter opened the house to 
visitors in 1957 (Jon Culverhouse, pers. comm.).  Unfortunately, the whereabouts of the rest of the turtle 
remains are unknown but were probably disposed of.  Turtles were usually cooked following 
decapitation and left to bleed before the flesh was prepared (Somerville, 1862).  This may explain how 
the box of C. mydas skulls came to be.  Unfortunately, not everyone could afford to purchase or butcher 
a turtle easily, which again meant that such a meal was reserved only for the elite. 
 
For most Britons at the time who had not spent some time at sea, being served turtle soup was probably 
the first time that many of them had seen a turtle or their flesh, let alone an individual of C. mydas.  
While strandings of marine turtles are generally quite common, it is very rare that C. mydas is among 
those strandings (Botterell et al., 2020).  There are just 9 records of sea turtles being caught within British 
waters for the purposes of being used for turtle soup or consumption: three leatherback sea turtles 
(Dermochelys coriacea), one loggerhead sea turtle (Caretta caretta) and five unidentified turtles between 
1748 and 1938 (Rod Penrose, pers. comm.).  This demonstrates that occasionally, other species of sea 
turtle were consumed within Britain.  However, these numbers pale in comparison to the peak in trade, 
with up to 15,000 live turtles being shipped annually from the West Indies alone (Clarkson, 2010). 
 
This extensive trade and influence eventually led to an expansive market for turtle soup in the United 
States too, where a number of additional species were also used to make soup, such as the diamondback 
terrapin (Malaclemys terrapin) or snapping turtles (Macrochelys temminckii), which were more common 
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Figure 1.  Turtle skulls on display in the kitchen at Burghley House. 
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and easier to process than their marine counterparts (Roman & Bowen, 2000; Converse et al., 2017).  
With advances in the canning industry within the 19th century, what was once an expensive commodity 
became a mass-produced affordable product (Ching, 2016).  The impact of turtle soup on American 
turtles was significant, and levels of harvesting had become unsustainable as early as the 1890s in Texas, 
with regulations being introduced in 1895 to attempt to make the harvesting more sustainable (Doughty, 
1984).  Canned turtle soup was popular into the 20th century, but with the passing of the Endangered 
Species Act in 1973 in the United States, the most important market closed (Lee, 2012; Crawford, 2021). 
 
Mock turtle soup, made from ingredients such as calf's head or veal to imitate the texture and flavour of 
turtle meat, gained popularity as a sustainable and affordable alternative, for those unable to afford 
turtle meat (Ching, 2016).  Due to the overexploitation of C. mydas and other commercially harvested 
turtle species, more economically viable substitutes were found as the price of the real article continued 
to climb (Roberts, 2003).  It was not until conservation movements were able to raise awareness about 
the environmental impact of such practices, including the industrial removal of turtles from their 
ecosystems, that they were granted legal protections (Lee, 2012; Rieser, 2012).  This pressure from the 
public and conservation groups were not unlike those seen leading up to the International Whaling 
Commission Moratorium, which came into effect in 1986.  Ultimately, a decline in public favour and a 
change in perceptions about the sustainability of the turtles used for culinary purposes have meant that 
today turtle soup is more of a curiosity, restricted to certain US states or southern Asia. 
 
In conclusion, the display of C. mydas skulls in the kitchen of Burghley House serves as a poignant 
historical reminder of the once-popular practice of consuming turtle soup, a delicacy that was highly 
sought after by the Victorian elite.  These artefacts not only illustrate the culinary traditions of the past 
but also highlight the extensive and often unsustainable exploitation of sea turtles during the 19th and 
early 20th centuries.  The historical journey of turtle soup, from its peak popularity in England to its 
widespread consumption in the United States, underscores the significant impact of human consumption 
on marine turtle populations.  Despite the eventual decline of this practice due to overfishing, rising 
costs, and growing conservation awareness, the legacy of turtle soup endures as a testament to the 
shifting values and culinary practices of different eras of society. 
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FUNGI AT NORTH-EAST LINCOLNSHIRE COUNCIL SITES 
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Preface: Contributed by Abi Sheriden NELC Ecology Team 
I was forwarded a query in autumn 2023 on “voluntary ecological surveys particularly in botany and 
mycology”. The offer of a self-sufficient species recorder was gratefully received as species records are 
poor in North East Lincolnshire. We were already discussing ways of engaging citizen scientists in order 
to build datasets on “what species, and where” in the area, so when Tim contacted us, we were excited 
to have the opportunity to put these ideas into practice. 
 
The records received so far are of huge importance, not only to us as a local authority, but the fact that 
these are also uploaded to iRecord means that they get added to the Lincolnshire Environmental Record 
Centre and are publicly available to all who require them, for conservation, research, and those who are 
just looking for more information on the area’s biodiversity. For us in the ecology team, as well as across 
the wider NELC organisation, these records will be used to inform management regimes and to allow us 
to identify potential habitats for designation, as well as providing records of protected and national, 
regional and local priority species and habitats that affect our decisions and outcomes on planning 
applications. If we don’t know what’s there we can’t protect it or enhance it. 
 
We cannot stress enough how important and useful these records can be for many different 
organisations and causes. We would encourage anyone who is already keeping records of their finds to 
also upload them to iRecord, so that they can have wider value, be available to all, and create a legacy.  
Tim has been able to record grassland wetland and woodland fungi across a number of sites giving us 
insights into the value and diversity of habitats within NELC managed areas.  It has also provided us with 
learning opportunities for us hopefully to be able to take on more local species recorders in the future 
and we are working with the LNU on piloting local area LNU groups and field visits for those reasons. If 
recording for the North East Lincolnshire Council Ecology team is something that is of interest to you, 
please get in touch at greenandblue@nelincs.gov.uk.  
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