
The American wild turkey now thrives in 49 states, Canada and Mexico thanks  
to the efforts of state wildlife agencies, the NWTF and its supporters!

Know Your Wild Turkey
Considered among the grandest of game birds, the American  
wild turkey has many characteristics that distinguish it from other 
fowl. The unmistakable snood, caruncles, head coloring and beard 
truly set it apart.

TAIL FEATHERS OR RECTRICES
There are usually 18 present, but a gobbler can lose a few when fighting.  
Tan- to brown-tipped on Eastern, Rio Grande and Osceola subspecies; 
ivory-tipped on Merriam’s and Gould’s.

TAIL COVERTS
Tip colors vary 

with subspecies.

EAR OPENING
No flap to funnel sounds, but a gobbler hears extremely well.

BACK AND BODY 
FEATHERS

Provide insulation and shed 
water. When raised during 

strutting, they reflect sunlight to 
add to a gobbler’s grandeur.

PRIMARY WING FEATHERS
Marked by distinctive white bars 

(less barring on the Osceola). 
Gobblers rub off wing tips with 

extended strutting.

SPUR
Most spurs are black, some 

have red or blond tints. They 
appear as a short button on 
a jake; just less than a 1-inch 

straight spur on a 2-year-
old; and as a sharp, curved, 

1-inch or longer spur on a 
3-year-old gobbler.

HEAD CROWN
Predominantly white during the spring, 
sometimes with a reddish tint.

EYE
Set into the side of the head for 
monocular vision; a slight turn of the 
head allows a 360-degree field of vision.

SNOOD
Long and prominent on a mature
gobbler, may be used to attract hens.

MAJOR CARUNCLES
Large and fleshy. Engorged with 
blood during the spring.

BREAST FEATHERS
Black tips give a 

gobbler a coal-black 
appearance.

BEARD
Three to 4 inches on a jake;
7 to 9 inches on a 2-year-old;  
and 10 inches or longer on a 3-year-
old gobbler. Thickness varies. Some 
gobblers have multiple beards.

FOOT
Three long toes. The middle 
toe measures 21⁄2 to 31⁄2 
inches on a gobbler.

Know the Difference Between Hens and Gobblers 
It’s easy to distinguish a gobbler from a hen by differences in their size, color, heads and other characteristics.

Gobbler
The gobbler is most easily 
recognized by the long beard 
growing from his chest 
and the pronounced spurs, 
sometimes as long as 2 inches, 
found on the back of his legs. 
A gobbler appears larger, 
darker, shinier and more 
colorful than a hen. His head 
can alternately appear red, 
white and blue. He often “puffs 
up” and struts during spring to 
attract hens for breeding.

Hen
The hen’s overall look 
is for concealment 
and protection. She 
is smaller and more 
drab than the colorful 
gobbler, so she can 
sit on her nest well 
camouflaged. Likewise, 
her head has more 
feathers to add to 
her camouflaged 
appearance.
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