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At the time of colonial settlement, the wild turkey was
widespread in Massachusetts. Due to habitat loss, turkeys
were extirpated from the state and the last known
native bird was killed in 1851. In the 1970s, MassWildlife

biologists trapped 37 turkeys in New York and released
them in the Berkshires. The new flock grew in what was an

ideal mix of agricultural and forested lands, and by the fall
of 1978 the estimated population was about 1,000 birds.
With birds also moving in from adjacent states, turkeys
soon ranged throughout most parts of Massachusetts
west of the Connecticut River. In-state transplants of the
birds, conducted until 1996, continued to expand their
range into the central, northeastern, and southeastern
parts of the state. In 1991, the wild turkey was named the
state's official game bird. The estimated population now
exceeds 25,000 birds! Under careful management, the
future looks bright for turkeys; sportsmen, naturalists, and
other wildlife enthusiasts welcome their return.

DESCRIPTION

The wild turkey is a strikingly handsome bird; black to
blackish-bronze with white wing bars, blackish-brown tail
feathers and a blueish-gray to red head. "Toms" or male
wild turkeys weigh about 16-25 pounds. They sport a hair
like "beard" which protrudes from the breast bone. When

a tom is strutting, its head turns bright red, pale white, or
vibrant shades of blue. Females, called hens, are smaller,

about 9-12 pounds, and are generally less conspicuous,
typically dull brown with a blueish-gray head.

LIFE HISTORY

Wild turkeys are active during the day; roosting in large
trees at night to avoid predators. In residential areas, it is
not uncommon for turkeys to roost on railings, roofs, or
sometimes on vehicles. Gobbling, during breeding season,
usually starts in March and can last through May. This is
when the males puff out their feathers, fan their tails and
"strut their stuff." Hens lay eggs after the first mating. The
nest is a shallow, leaf-lined depression on the ground, and
contains 12 to 15 eggs. Hatching occurs after an incubation

period of 28 days. Broods usually appear in the first week

of June. The young poults are active as soon as they hatch.
Predators such as foxes and hawks may take a few young
turkeys, and cold spring rains can easily chill the poorly-
feathered young birds. Young turkeys remain with their
mother for at least 4 to 5 months. Turkeys learn from each
other, often by imitation, and by associating with older,
more experienced birds. They remember the layout of
their home ranges and the location of various foods.
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