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  DEDICATION




  This book is dedicated to those still living who pioneered in wild turkey management in my own State. Through their untiring efforts, this grand game bird was literally snatched from near extirpation and started on the road to abundance. Today, Pennsylvania is recognized as one of the leading wild turkey states in the country.




  For their part in this magnificent job of conservation and restoration, my hat is off to Leon Keiser, Orrie Smith, Seth Gordon, William G. Fluke, Ross Metz, and Elmer Alexander. There are others who contributed a lot in time, effort, and knowledge, but these six are especially deserving of recognition.




  PREFACE




  At long last the native North American wild turkey is again coming into its own!




  The pride and sustenance of our Pilgrim Fathers, long the accepted symbol of our annual Thanksgiving feast, has been the one most neglected important game bird on the Continent.




  Had Ben Franklin’s proposal prevailed, and the wild turkey (instead of the bald eagle) been used on the Great Seal of the new Nation to symbolize our liberty and independence, this grand game bird of forest and glade would undoubtedly have been idolized and restored to abundance long ago.




  Instead, through lack of appreciation and neglect, the wild turkey was allowed to disappear over vast stretches of its ancestral ranges. In a few areas very limited numbers of turkeys survived solely through their ability to elude their enemies, including man.




  Now, after a long, uphill struggle, led by a handful of pioneer workers, the wild turkey is staging a promising comeback! A goodly number of states are giving turkey restoration programs special attention, and the future prospects are most encouraging.




  The writer proudly claims a small place in the ranks of the pioneers who helped to restore turkey hunting. No accomplishment during his more than forty years in the conservation field gives him more real satisfaction than the part he played in bringing back good turkey hunting to his native state of Pennsylvania.




  Incidentally, he also nostalgically recalls the days when, as a mere youngster in kneepants, these big game birds each autumn scared the wits out of him by regularly making their hasty departure from beneath the same chestnut trees where he went to gather the delicious brown nuts.




  Then all of a sudden both the wild turkeys and the chestnuts were gone, the turkeys from overshooting, the chestnut trees killed by a devastating blight.




  He also vividly recalls the disappointing early efforts to bring back wild turkey hunting to that state, in which he participated some two decades later—the absolute closures of the hunting season for the birds; the purchase of many hundreds of hybrids (domestic and wild stock crossed) culled out of flocks on their way to market from the mountains of Maryland and West Virginia, which were temporarily penned and released on shot-out ranges in the hope of again starting wild breeding flocks; the early attempts to raise turkeys on state game farms suitable for release.




  It is with pride, therefore, that he hails Roger Latham’s book as the dawn of a new era in wild turkey restoration. This book is far more than a treatise on the best ways to outwit this most challenging creature of forest, swamp, and open glade. It is a unique handbook for both the sportsman and the wildlife manager, and should hasten the return of wild turkey hunting to millions of acres now devoid of turkeys.




  Being divided into three major parts dealing with the history of the wild turkey, its management, and how to hunt them, any sportsman can use its detailed and authentic information to excellent advantage.




  The reader will quickly learn that the genuine wild turkey is a “choosy” creature, quite specific in its habitat demands; that its eyesight and hearing are far more keen than those of most other birds and mammals, and therefore is not easily bagged by the uninformed novice; and, lastly, that the losses to predators during the nesting season, and from unfavorable weather conditions immediately after the young poults are hatched, far exceed the estimates commonly made by untrained observers.




  Latham’s discussion of the predator problem is one of the soundest this writer has yet seen, and he has been a close student of the subject for many years. The basic facts and theories presented can be relied upon—but unfortunately the average hunter just won’t believe them.




  Observing the ethics of the sport constitutes a major part of the real joy derived from any hunt, and especially when in pursuit of the wily turkey. The hunting advice, and how to use calls, are both exceptionally well done. And his safety warnings are most timely. Untrained turkey hunters scare more turkeys out of the country than a herd of elephants. And that goes for deer hunters, too. Why must men barge through the forest as though their sole mission is to spoil everybody’s sport?




  This book covers all the sportsmenlike hunting techniques with which I am acquainted, except one. And that’s to “act like a turkey” . Some years ago one of my old wardens, who had lived among the wild turkeys for over sixty years, told me about one of his experiences worth repeating.




  It seems an albino turkey hen ranged widely on the mountain back of his farm which all the nimrods in the valley repeatedly tried to bag. She was not only an exceptional prize, but they sought to remove her lest she produce more albinos.




  But this particular old hen turkey had become much wiser than her pursuers. She would respond to the call, but never came within gunshot.




  Finally this old warden outwitted her by hiding back of a big log, long before daylight, in the area where she regularly fed. Then instead of calling, and he was an expert with his own throat, he merely scratched lightly in the leaves occasionally. Between well spaced “scratches” he remained absolutely still. When the white hen came within hearing she began working toward the watchful hunter, who merely imitated the feeding noises of another wild turkey. And thus he bagged the elusive snow-white prize.




  Yes, as Latham says, “If you want to bag a wise old wild turkey you must be smarter than the turkey.”




  Now a word about the author: Roger Latham literally grew up with a gun in his hand, a bunch of traps over his back, and a dog by his side. He entered the Pennsylvania Game Commission’s training school by competitive examination, and graduated with flying colors. Instead of being assigned to a law enforcement job, he was detailed to the Division of Research. There he handled numerous difficult assignments, all of them well.




  Then he decided that he could do his job better if he had a college education. He obtained leave, and struggled through the task of keeping the family together while he completed five years of college.




  During those five tough years he continued to live in the outdoors, studying wildlife. Upon graduation he returned to his old love, the Research Division of the Pennsylvania Game Commission, this time as its head.




  Roger Latham is a fine sportsman first, a clear-headed scientist second. He is an exceptionally keen and impartial field observer. Roger has literally “slept with the wild turkeys” and their problems for weeks on end. I know of no one else so well equipped to write such a book.




  May this excellent volume hasten the restoration of wild turkey hunting, one of the grandest sports I know, throughout the land; and may you, the reader, derive much more genuine pleasure from your turkey shooting in the future.




  [image: frn_fig_002.jpg]
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  INTRODUCTION




  This book is written about the largest, the most intelligent, and the most prized upland game bird on the North American continent—the wild turkey. The wild turkey is more than just another game bird. It serves as a symbol of a new American philosophy. Through ruthless slaughter and complete disregard for conservation principles, this bird was reduced to a point near extermination. Then, with a feeling of shame and remorse at this near catastrophe, the people of the United States resolved to right this and other wrongs perpetrated against our wildlife, our forests, our soils, and our waters. With perseverance and determination they are accomplishing this task. The wild turkey has been saved and is rapidly being restored to a large part of its former range. This successful restoration program proves that civilized man can live in harmony with Nature.




  The writings contained herein are divided into three parts. The first part is about the bird itself. A brief history of the wild turkey in North America is presented showing its original range and how it was reduced from great numbers over a vast area to a mere token population in a few isolated spots. A general description is given of the bird’s distinguishing characteristics and of the various sex and age differences. Its life history and habits, its habitat requirements, and the role of predators and other limiting factors in its struggle for existence are included.




  Part two concerns the management of the wild turkey in North America. The Pennsylvania story is told to illustrate the possibilities of restoration in areas where the wild turkey was extirpated at least a half century earlier. It explains how hunting restrictions contribute to the conservation of the species, and how game refuges and predator control may be of value under certain conditions. The subject of stocking artificially reared wild turkeys is discussed, and both sides of this controversial question is presented. It explains how forest lands have been managed successfully for wild turkeys in many parts of the country—how artificial and natural foods can be produced and which ones are best suited for this purpose. The importance of forest openings or field edges is stressed. These grassy areas produce the large quantities of insects and green forage necessary for the growth and health of young poults. Without them a forest is much less likely to support a satisfactory number of birds. And finally, the need for emergency winter feeding is treated.




  The third and final portion of the book is devoted to the art of hunting the wild turkey. The hunter is told what equipment to use—the kind of rifle or shotgun and the proper ammunition. The various callers are described in detail and the reader is shown how to make several good ones at home. Turkey behavior in the woods is explained thoroughly, and the hunter is told what he must do to outwit his wily quarry. He is told how to call turkeys—what notes to imitate and when. And he is offered a course in “still hunting.” Although many things can only be learned by experience, it is believed that this book provides most of the fundamentals required for successful hunting.




  The book is written primarily for the sportsman. The early history is given because it should be of interest to him. The discussion of the bird’s life history and habits provides the background so essential to success in his sport. The management section is for the guidance of the individual sportsman or the sportsmen’s club. For those who want to introduce wild turkeys on their own lands or for those who want to improve their hunting, the management outline should be helpful. It is hoped that state conservation departments and state game commissions will also find it useful. Every attempt has been made to give the sportsman all of the information he will need to become a real honest-to-goodness turkey hunter. It is intended to save him the trouble of learning many things “the hard way.”




  To the writer’s knowledge, only three other wild turkey books have been published. The Wild Turkey in Virginia by Henry S. Mosby and Charles O. Handley is a semi-technical work published by the Virginia Commission of Game and Inland Fisheries, Richmond. This work is a report of extensive studies and deals mainly with the status, life history, and management of the bird in the Commonwealth. Only a few pages are devoted to hunting methods. The second, The American Wild Turkey by Henry E. Davis published by Samworth, is a book written for hunters. The locale of the book is South Carolina, and the hunting experiences described are mainly for that state. The third, The Wild Turkey and Its Hunting by Edward A. Mc-Ilhenny published by Doubleday, Page and Company, is also a turkey hunter’s book. Mr. McIlhenny pursued his sport in the states bordering the Gulf of Mexico, and this is the type hunting he describes. Except for a turkey calling and hunting manual put out by Tom Turpin in Memphis, Tennessee, this is the extent of the literature devoted solely to this grand game bird.




  This is the first book about the wild turkey written with a northern accent. Although turkeys and turkey hunting country-wide are treated in this work, emphasis is placed upon the bird and its hunting in the northern states. Particular emphasis is given to management problems in colder climates. For this reason, it is expected that this book will especially appeal to sportsmen in the more northern states where the wild turkey has been reintroduced within the past few years. It is hoped that these pages will give these nimrods a greater appreciation of the efforts being made by the state conservation commissions or departments, and provide the essentials for them to realize the greatest possible recreation when these efforts bear fruit.




  PART 1




  ABOUT THE WILD TURKEY ITSELF




  FROM FOSSIL evidence found in rocks and caves, we know that the wild turkey roamed the primeval forests of America many thousands of years before Columbus made his epic journey to the New World. As many as five different prehistoric turkeys have been described, but how many actually existed is much a matter of conjecture. Surely the present-day hunter is far more interested in the historic record anyway, and any detailed account of these prehistoric forms would be superfluous.




  At the present time, there are six recognized races of the wild turkey, Genus Meleagris, in North America. The original range of these various subspecies was as follows: The Eastern wild turkey ( Meleagris gallopavo silvestris Vieillot) formerly occupied the entire area from southern Maine and Ontario south to Florida, west to Texas, and northward through Nebraska to South Dakota. Next westward was the Merriam turkey (M. g. merriami Nelson) which was found from Colorado to western Arizona and south into Mexico. From central Texas to Northern Mexico lived the Rio Grande turkey (M. g. intermedia Sennett). The Florida wild turkey (M. g. osceola Scott) is confined entirely to the peninsula of Florida. Two other races are found only in Mexico—the Mexican turkey (M. g. gallopavo Linne) from which the domestic turkey originated, and a subspecies (M. g. onusta Moore) still without a common name. A map showing the original range of these subspecies is given.








  Another genus of turkeys is found in Yucatan and adjoining central American states. The genus is represented by the ocellated or Yucatan turkey (Agriocharis ocellata) and is the smallest and probably most beautiful of all wild turkeys.




  The greatest difference between the various subspecies of Meleagris is in coloration. Silvestris differs from osceola only in the color pattern of the outer wing feathers (primaries). On osceola they are black with tiny broken bars of white which do not extend completely from the outer edge of the feather to the shaft. The tips of the tail feathers in gal- lopavo are white, and this intergrades through various shades of creamy light buff and light brown in onusta, intermedia and merriami to the dark chocolate brown of silvestris.




  The Mexican turkey is the smallest of this genus. The Rio Grande and the unnamed onusta appear to be the largest, although the Eastern wild turkey may actually produce individual winners in the thirty pound plus class.




  The scientific name comes from the Latin. Meleagris means guineafowl. Gallopavo is derived from gallus, a cock, and pavo, a peafowl.




  Chapter 1:




  From the Time of the Indians




  THE ORIGIN of the domestic turkey is a fascinating bit of history. Even though the Eastern wild turkey was by far the most abundant and had the greatest range, its smaller cousin in Mexico was actually the progenitor of all present-day domestic strains. There is a simple explanation for this. The Aztec Indians of Mexico were a highly civilized race, living in permanent homes, and extensively cultivating the soil. On the other hand, the more nomadic Indians living within the confines of the Eastern wild turkey range had little reason or desire to domesticate these birds, because turkeys could be obtained in the wild in almost any quantity with a minimum of effort.


  



  Thus, the domesticated stock originating from Meleagris gallopavo gallopavo was believed to have been transported back to Spain by Cortez following his explorations in Mexico. From Spain, they were introduced into the rest of Europe, and actually came back to North America with the early colonists. Over the years, however, much cross­breeding between this domestic bird and the Eastern wild turkeys (meleagris gallopavo silvestris) has probably resulted in a modern domestic turkey which contains blood from both subspecies.




  The origin of the name “turkey” is somewhat obscure. One theory is that when this bird was originally introduced to Europe it was confused with the guineafowl (N unida meleagris), and the name was applied to both birds for some time. Because the guinea was believed to have come from the region of Turkey, it was thought that both birds originated there. When finally the confusion was clarified, the guinea-fowl was given its present name and the turkey retained its common name.




  Another suggestion advanced is that “turkey” was a mispronunciation of the Indian name for the bird, “furkee” or “firkee.” And finally, there is the thought that the bird’s call of “turk, turk” suggested its name. Most hunters and ornithologists question this theory, because the call notes do not actually reproduce this sound but rather a “keow, keow.”




  The Indians used thousands of these great birds for food, clothing, and in the construction of arrows, but strangely enough, there was a considerable difference of opinion concerning its food qualities among the different tribes. For example, the Apaches of the southwest frowned upon this bird and other wild fowl as food and preferred the red meat of big game animals. Even in the East, most tribes preferred fish to fowl. Among some tribes it was taboo to cook the meat of turkeys and deer in the same pot.




  Among the Cherokees, only the children bothered to hunt turkeys during most of the year. The older, experienced hunters spent their time stalking more desirable prey. The eight- to ten-year olds killed them by blowing a dart through a hollow cane. They were sufficiently accurate with their crude weapon to hit most of their victims in the head, usually through the eye. Body shots would not have made a clean kill, if they killed at all.




  This same tribe used a disguise made from the skins of turkeys to hunt them in the spring. This was also a sport for the boys. One would secrete himself behind a log, show a part of the turkey plumage, and call to the turkeys with his voice. Evidently with proper technique, the unsuspecting birds would walk close enough to be grabbed around the feet with the bare hands, much like the falconer catches his live hawks today.
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  The Indian’s arrows were fletched with the stiff primary feathers of the wing just as they are at the present time. Captain John Smith found that the Indians were also using the spurs as arrow points. They used various feathers in their ceremonial dress, including coats or mantles constructed entirely from the beautiful body feathers. The wild turkey contributed much to the welfare of the early American Indian.




  At the time of colonization, wild turkeys were exceedingly abundant on the Eastern part of the continent from southern Maine and Ontario south to Florida and west into the Great Lakes region. The early settlers and explorers regularly mentioned the turkey in their journals and writings of the day. This magnificent bird formed an important part of their diet and was everywhere hunted by white and red men alike. Because wild turkey was perhaps the most conspicuous part of the first Thanksgiving feast, this bird has been associated with this holiday each year since.




  Some of the early descriptions of turkeys and turkey abundance are very interesting. William Wood writing from Massachusetts about 1630 had this to say: “The Turkey is a very large Bird, of a blacke colour, yet white in flesh; much bigger than our English Turkey. He hath the use of his long legs so ready, that he can runne as fast as a Dogge, and flye as well as a Goose: of these sometimes there will be forty, threescore, and a hundred of a flocke, sometimes more and sometimes lesse; their feeding is Acorns, Hawes, and Berries, some of them get a haunt to frequent our English corne: In winter when the Snow covers the ground, they resort to the Sea shore to look for Shrimps, and such smal Fishes at low tides. Such as love Turkie hunting, must follow it in winter after a new falne Snow, when hee may follow them by their tracts; some have killed ten or a dozen in halfe a day; if they can be found towards an evening and watched where they peirch, if one comes about ten or eleaven of the clocke he may shoote as often as he will, they will sit, unless they be slenderly wounded. These Turkies remaine all the yeare long, the price of a good Turkie cocke is foure shillings; and he is well worth it, for he may be in weight forty pounds.”




  One of the most interesting facts concerning the turkey during the early days was its comparative tameness or lack of fear of man. Evidently until the birds learned from constant persecution that man was their greatest enemy, they were relatively unsuspicious of him and would let a hunter approach within gunshot with little misgiving. How different they are today! But even now, one needs only to go into Central Canada to witness a similar phenomenon. Up there in the wilderness, a .22 pistol or rifle is more than an adequate weapon to pick off ruffed grouse sitting in the trees a few feet from the hunter. Some may actually be killed with clubs or slingshots. But a ten gauge magnum is hardly gun enough for some days in Pennsylvania!




  It is difficult to determine sometimes the exact year when a bird finally disappears from an area. According to the best records, however, the wild turkey was gone in Minnesota by 1871, northern Indiana by 1870, southern Indiana by 1900, Michigan by 1886, and Wisconsin by 1872. Peculiarly enough, the last birds were recorded in Ontario as late as 1902.




  Farther east the final dates varied considerably. They had disappeared from Connecticut by 1813, Vermont by 1842, Massachusetts by 1851, and Ohio by 1903. Out west, 1915 saw the end of the native turkey in Nebraska and 1920 ended its existence in South Dakota. By 1920, the wild turkey could no longer be found in 18 of the 38 states included in its original ancestral range.






  Dr. C. H. D. Clarke of Toronto wrote an epitaph for Ontario turkeys which applies equally as well to these 18 states: “The curtain came down simultaneously on turkey and forest. The last bird may have been shot, but if he was, it was the axe and not the gun that made him the last.”




  Chapter 2:




  General Description




  Conformation, Plumage, Markings, and Color




  MOST HUNTERS have a very good idea what a wild turkey looks like even if they have never seen one, because there is a marked likeness in general appearance between the wild bird and the domestic bronze. But there are important differences between the two, and every hunter should be able to recognize most of them. On occasion, this knowledge could save him some embarrassment if he happened to come across a flock of domestic birds which had strayed a little too far from the farmhouse! Then, too, he can call the bluff of the joker who returns home with a big gobbler he bought from some farmer’s flock and claims that it is a genuine wild turkey from awav back on the head of Laurel Run.




  Most sportsmen are not interested in exhaustive descriptions of plumage, markings and color of game birds. If the individual is, he can find detailed descriptions in a number of bird books. Only the outstanding and important features will be given here — just enough so that the hunter will become better acquainted with the bird he will eventually grow to admire and respect more than any other, if he has not already done so.




  The Eastern wild turkey, generally speaking, is a slender­bodied, long-legged, long-necked and long-tailed bird with a tiny head. The more nearly it conforms to this description, the more nearly it approaches the standards of perfection set for the truly wild bird. With minor exceptions these characteristics also apply to the western forms. The wild turkey should have slender, small-boned legs and a snake-like neck. Those conforming to the best type should present an appearance of super streamlining, tapering from the middle to almost nothing at the end of the tail and tip of the bill.
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  The wattles and caruncles of the gobbler should be small and comparatively inconspicuous. As the males become older, there will be some increase in size of these fleshy appendages, and during the breeding season they will also enlarge temporarily, but they should never resemble those of the domestic tom. The head should be flat, narrow and racy, with little or no forehead. The eyes are large.




  With one exception, the wild bird should never have a heavy “dumpy” body. The slender body should taper both ways from the middle and not have the prominent breast of the domestic bird. The exception to this rule is the adult gobbler during the breeding season. At this period, the older tom has developed a cellular layer of fat over the breast and crop cavity. This “breast sponge” as it is called gives the breeding gobbler a rounded and protruding breast which temporarily deprives the bird of his streamlined appearance. The breast sponge is evidently a reservoir of energy which serves to tide the gobbler through the breeding season. Because he is exceedingly active at that period, he uses a large amount of energy. At the same time he has little time to feed, and quite often high-energy foods such as acorns and other mast crops are not available. The spring diet consists of much green forage, fleshy fruits, and miscellaneous insects, all of low caloric value. Thus, the breast sponge is used much as a hibernating animal uses its layer of fat during its long sleep. By the end of the breeding season, the gobbler’s fat store is pretty well used, and he has again resumed his streamlined appearance.




  Except for the minor differences in plumage coloration and markings noted earlier, there is little difference between the various sub-species of wild turkeys. However, the Eastern wild turkey differs from the domestic turkey in several ways. The tips of the tail coverts (rump feathers) are white in the domestic bird and cinnamon-brown in the wild bird. Also, the retrices (long tail feathers )are white-tipped in the barnyard fowl and chocolate-tipped in the native bird. But, it should be remembered that these feather tips are white to light buff in the Mexican turkey, the Merriam’s turkey, and the Rio Grande turkey.




  The body plumage also differs between the domestic and wild birds. The native bird has darker body feathers, and at some distance or in deep shade, a wild turkey will appear black. Its body plumage also has a metallic iridescence which is lacking in its barnyard counterpart. In sunlight and at different angles, its feathers may reflect various shades of red, bronze, blue, purple, green, and brown. It is these iri­descent colors reflected in the sunlight which so delight the hunter and is just one more reason why the wild turkey is so popular with nimrods anywhere it occurs.




  The color of the bare part of the head and neck of the wild turkey is a subject of much controversy. Some say it should be blue to conform to the standards of the genuine wild turkey. Others say some red is permitted or that the head can be almost all red at certain times and under certain conditions. The truth is that the color of the head may be altered at the will of the bird, or changes may come as a response to danger or other external stimuli. This latter response is probably caused by a release of adrenalin into the blood stream with a consequent redistribution of the blood in the body.




  The bright blue of the turkey’s head or neck is a pigment. The red color is caused by blood circulating just under the skin. During the gobbling season of spring, the wattles, including the teat-like frontal wattle on top of the head, become enlarged and may turn a crimson red. These changes apparently accompany the enlargement of the testes and the increased secretion of sex hormones into the blood. When a gobbler is strutting, the color of the top and sides of the head and the shape of the frontal wattle can be altered at will. A red crown may change to whitish blue during the strut and back to red again all in a few seconds. The frontal wattle may be red and erect one moment, and then blue and pendant the next.




  The red coloration of the head and wattles of the breeding season is usually not lost until September when the gonads (testes) have again receded in size.




  The major differences between the heads of wild and domestic birds are in the color and size and the development of the various fleshy or warty appendages. The wattles and caruncles of the tame turkey are much larger throughout, and the head retains the predominant red color the entire year. The young domestic males have these characteristics well developed during the first breeding season, whereas the young wild tom still resembles the female very closely in the appearance of the head. There is a much greater abundance of hair-like feathers on the head and necks of wild gobblers, particularly of the yearlings.




  The feet and legs (tarsi) of the wild bird are normally some shade of pink except for the first year when they are more likely to be a mahogany brown or a grayish-brown with a tinge of dark red. In the domestic bird the feet and legs are black, purplish-black, dark gray, or dark red. On either type, the color of the legs may be modified when the scales become loosened prior to shedding. This adds a silvery gray cast over the underlying color.




  Occasionally, totally white or partially albino wild turkeys are observed. In 1952 five albino wild birds were sighted in West Virginia in one group, and in the fall of 1953 a twenty-pound white gobbler was killed from a flock of five in the same vicinity. Presumably these were the same birds which had survived for at least a year and a half in spite of their color. Single observations are not too uncommon over most of the range.





  Sex and Age Differences




  Wild turkeys can be sexed immediately following hatching by an examination of the genital papillae just within the external opening of the cloaca. This anal method is identical to that used for separating the sexes of day-old domestic chickens. This technique, originated by the Japanese, is now widely used in this country, and trained sexers can be found anywhere poultry is raised in quantity.




  At about ten to twelve weeks of age, the hens and toms begin to show external sexual differences which will permit sorting. The heads and necks of the males show a greater area of nearly bare skin, usually pink and blue. These same sexual differences are even more pronounced in adult birds.




  A hen of the year when killed in late fall should weigh eight to ten pounds and the young gobblers twelve to fourteen. Naturally, late hatched birds will weigh much less, and it is not too uncommon to see a brood in November in which the young birds will weigh as little as four to six pounds. The amount and quality of food available will have a considerable bearing on how fast the poults grow and how fat they will be in the hunting season. Older birds show an even greater difference in weight. Adult hens will seldom exceed twelve to fourteen pounds, but older gobblers may on occasion go to twenty-five pounds or even more.
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  The tarsi (the bare part of the leg between the foot proper and the knee joint) averages about an inch and a half longer in adult males than in the hens, and is much heavier. This bone in the toms averages about 6½ inch in length, and about 5 inches in the hens. The foot and toes are much longer and larger throughout in the gobbler. A large gobbler track may measure as much as 6 inches between the tip of the hind toe and the tip of the middle front toe. This span in the adult hen is seldom more than 4½ inches.




  The best and easiest method for distinguishing sex in the wild turkey is by examining a breast feather from adult birds. On the gobbler they are black-tipped and on the hen they are buff-tipped. By this method, sex can be determined at a glance because the hen’s breast has a definite rusty wash while the male will be predominately black except for the iridescent reds and blues.




  The adult female will be rather well feathered over her neck and head with short black bristles which give her an “unshaven” appearance. In the male, the head and neck are comparatively bare, and the warty caruncles and wattles are much more prominent than the tiny bluish bumps on the hen’s neck.




  The hen almost never grows spurs, but merely produces a tiny, rounded scale at the location where this growth occurs in the male. The gobbler-of-the-year shot in the fall will not have spurs either, but the rounded scale (button) will be much larger and will protrude just slightly. Older gobblers will have obvious spurs usually a half-inch or more in length.
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  There is one final, positive method by which all birds can be readily sexed. All doubt can be dispelled by an internal examination. After the gizzard, liver, and intestines have been removed, the testes of the male or the egg cluster of the female can be located just at the front tip of the kidneys. The kidneys are the liver-red organs lying on both sides of the backbone in the rear part of the back. Just at the point where the back breaks naturally, the two white to gray, testes, as large as the end of a finger, will lie in each side of the backbone. The egg cluster, composed of many thousands of tiny eggs, is located in a median position directly over the backbone. Incidentally, all female birds are hatched with all of the eggs that they will ever lay already formed in their bodies.




  To tell the age of a bird is also relatively simple, especially for distinguishing birds of the year from older birds. The young bird, which is usually shot in the fall when it is about six months old, has feet and legs which are mahogany brown to grayish-brown in color. Birds older than one year will have pink feet and legs, and the older the bird the deeper and more vivid the pink color becomes. This holds true for both sexes.




  The young toms have only a slightly rounded button where the spur will be. Gobblers a year and a half old will usually have a blunt spur at least a half to three-quarters of an inch long, and older toms may have sharp spurs up to two or more inches in length. Young birds will most often have relatively sharp, pointed toenails, but older birds will have badly worn and blunted nails.






  The beard can sometimes be used as a rough criterion of age. Gobblers of the year may have no beard at all, in the fall, and seldom one which protrudes beyond the breast feathers. Yearling toms rarely have beards more than five inches long and these are likely to be spread across the end like a loose whiskbroom. These will have a burned appearance as well. Gobblers with beards over eight inches long are likely to be three or more years old. These will be more uniform in diameter and color. However, beards may be deformed or worn, and are not a reliable designation of age. In fact occasionally a tom turkey is shot which may have more than one beard. Two or three beards are not extremely uncommon, and four and even five distinct, long beards have been reported on old gobblers.




  Young turkeys molt three times before acquiring the full winter plumage. The first molt, called the postnatal molt, replaces the natal down and is complete except on the head and neck at six weeks. The head and neck has not lost this down until about the tenth or eleventh week. The second molt, the post juvenal molt, begins in about the fourth week and approaches full development at about fourteen weeks except on the head. At about the fifteenth week the third molt, called the first winter molt, begins with the dropping of the two central pairs of tail feathers. These new feathers usually attain a length considerably greater than the rest of the tail feathers which are retained from the post juvenal molt. Thus, the tail of the young turkey of the year when spread will reveal that the central pairs are longer than the rest. In the adult turkey the tail feathers will be approximately the same length and form an almost perfect fan when spread.






  The stiff flight feathers attached from the wrist joint outward are called the primaries, and in the turkey there are ten in number. During the first winter molt all but the last two are shed. In the fall molt of the adult bird, all are replaced. So when the hunting season comes in late fall, the young birds of the year have two old feathers on the tip ends of their wings. Because these have been in use for several weeks, they are worn to a rather sharp point from rubbing through the vegetation. The older birds with new outer primaries will have rounded ends on these two feathers (see illustration). Also on the older birds these two feathers will likely have loose, silvery scales on the quill ends close to the point of entry into the flesh. The old feathers of the bird of the year will be shiny and polished in comparison. Just as an added note of interest, the young domestic turkey will replace all but the last primary at the first winter molt, so that this is another method of separating wild birds from domestic birds.
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