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Abstract: The wild turkey (Meleagris gallopavo silvestris) once inhabited the entire state of
Ohio. Land use changes and liberal hunting seasons probably caused its extirpation, reported
in 1904. In 1952 the Division of Wildlife began a program to restore the turkey to Ohio. From
1952 to 1957, 1,400 game farm turkeys were reared and released in several southeastern forest
areas. These releases failed. Wild turkeys from other states were transplanted into QOhio from
1956 through 1963. This program, together with instate trapping and transplanting, reestab-
lished the bird in Ohio. Turkeys now occupy 395 townships in 46 counties totaling 6,245 square
miles of range. The estimated statewide population in spring 1988 was more than 28,000 birds.
Ohio studies of wild turkey biology are discussed. A complete history of Ohio’s 23 modern-day
spring hunting seasons (1966-1988) is given. In 1966, 321 of 500 eligible hunters hunted in nine
open counties to harvest 12 birds. In 1988, 19,492 of 30,155 eligible hunters hunted in 32 open
counties and harvested 2,629 birds. In all years combined, 13,096 gobblers were harvested.
Turkey hunting hints, safety, and stories are reviewed. The Ohio turkey range is defined, and
general habitat guidelines are given for public, private, and reclamation lands. The key to the
future of the turkey program in Ohio will be proper land use management. The Division of
Wildlife’s Strategic Plan for the Wild Turkey, which outlines the future direction of the turkey

program, is appended.

INTRODUCTION
The eastern wild turkey (Meleagris

gallopavo silvestris) has been successfully .

reintroduced into Ohio. This reintroduction
began in 1952 and progressed through many
phases until, today, Ohio’s wild turkey flock
is an integral part of the forest environment,
vital to many people’s outdoor experience.
Donohoe and McKibben documented

the Division of Wildlife’s turkey program

through 1970.24 Since that time, there have
been 40 publications concerned with the
wild turkey in Ohio. The purpose of this
report is to bring under one cover Ohio’s
wild turkey story—past, present, and future.

During the initial phases of the turkey
reintroduction program, 14 wild turkeys
were obtained from West Virginia, 71 from
Missouri, 18 from Alabama, 11 from Kentucky,
24 from Texas, 9 from Arkansas, and 6 from
Florida. Thanks are expressed to these states
for supplying wild-trapped turkeys to Ohio.

C.E. Knoder and the late F.B. Chapman
and C.A. Dambach, all formerly with the
Division of Wildlife, were instrumental in the
early phases of the reintroduction program;
Knoder had major responsibility for the
program for 10 years. R.W. Bailey acted as
consultant several times; his knowledge and
suggestions were extremely helpful. M.B.
Trautman and the late E.S. Thomas made
early records of wild turkey in Ohio available
for use in this report.

Many other people have shared in Ohio’s
wild turkey success story. C.E. McKibben,
colleague and turkey trapper supreme,
moved many a bird during his 30-year tenure.
J. Ely worked as his sidekick for 18 years.
The devoted staff at the Division of Wildlife’s
Waterloo Wildlife Experiment Station in New
Marshfield gave solid support to the live-
trapping effort. Administrative and Wildlife
Council support, along with cooperation from
Wildlife District personnel, was essential to
the success of the wild turkey program.
Division of Forestry and Wayne National
Forest personnel helped in providing wild
turkey management units on public lands.
Some private landowners allowed livetrap-
ping on their lands; many permitted hunting.
All are appreciated.

Other individuals who furnished aid to
the program were G.L. Mountz and his
Survey and Inventory Section staff in han-
dling permits, observation reports, and
gobbling route results; J.C. Clem, pilot, who
spent many hours in the air helping to locate
release sites; the Information and Education
Section for keeping the public straight on
procedures and results; and the check sta-
tion proprietors for helping the Division
gather harvest facts.

J.C. Pack, West Virginia biologist, read
and commented on the Spring Season
section. M. Farley, Environmental Scientist,

Ohio Fish and Wildlife Report 11:1990



4 Wild Turkey: Past, Present, Future in Ohio — Donohoe

Division of Reclamation, supplied informa-
tion on strip mined lands in Ohio. M.W.
McClain, helped by D.M. Worley, compiled
the food habits data. F. Troxell assisted with
the Harrison Twp. information. M.W.
McClain compiled the distribution map and
W.L. Culbertson assembled various data.
R.J. Stoll, Jr., lent a hand in some statistical
analyses; he critically read the manuscript
and offered helpful suggestions. T.A.
Kranyik, M.M. Brooks, and B.M. Bates typed
the drafts. C.J. Miller and his graphic arts
staff were responsible for the report layout.

The hunter’s dollar and enthusiasm for
the program from its infancy to its present
status made it all possible.

HISTORICAL REVIEW

The wild turkey has returned to the
Ohio landscape after many years of absence.
This magnificent bird once inhabited the
wooded areas of the entire state, and cer-
tainly provided food and sport for the Indians
and early pioneers. Today it is confined to
only a portion of its original vast domain.

The most obvious explanation for the
decline and apparent extirpation of Ohio’s
wild turkeys in the last century is the con-
version of forestland to cropland and wood
products. Ohio’s forestland declined from
54% in 1853 to only 20% in 1953.18 Because
of the tremendous amount of timber used to
produce charcoal iron from 1826 to 1916 in
six southern Ohio counties14 and the con-
tinued statewide upsurge in farming around
the turn of the century, there was a time in
Ohio when very little forestland was available
for turkeys.

Archaeological Finds

The turkey has been a native of the
Ohio territory for a long time. The late R.S.
Baby, former Curator of Archaeology at the
Ohio Historical Society, told the author:
“The wild turkey, according to archaeologi-
cal finds, was abundant in the Ohio Valley
area from archaic times (6000 B.c.) to late
prehistoric times (a.p. 1630).”
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Early Records

Numerous records in the literature show
that the wild turkey played a part in the lives
of Ohio settlers. Wright reported in 1915:
“In all the United States no state had more
turkeys than Ohio and her neighbors. Most
of our records are restricted to the 18th
century and the first part of the 19th cen-
tury.” He told of various travelers and set-
tlers in Ohio'who encountered the turkey:
(1) “In 1750 Christopher Gist makes a jour-
ney from Oldtown, Md., to the Ohio River.
On Nov. 30, he and his men ‘killed twelve
turkeys.” The following year, Feb. 17, 1751,
he records that the country about Little and
Big Miami Rivers ‘Abounds with turkeys.’”
(2) “On dune 5, 1773, Rev. David Jones
‘killed some turkeys’ on the Scioto River and
recorded that ‘This country abounds with an
abundance of turkeys some of which are
very large...”” (3) “In the Journal of General
Butler (1785) we have at least sixteen
references to the abundance of turkeys along
the Ohio River.” (4) “In 1806, T. Ashe gives
‘Wild Turkey Meleagris Gallopavo’ in his list
of birds, records it at Wheeling and Marietta
and writes of it at considerable length when
at the latter place and near Zanesville.”
(5) “In the History of Athens Co. O., Chas.
M. Walker asserts that in 1810 ‘Turkeys
were very plenty’ and in 1820 in the fall
season the settlers killed “Turkeys beyond
count for the winter stock.”” (6) “1821,
Schoolcraft when along the banks of Auglaize
near Defiance, O. reports that ‘Tracks ... of
the meleagris gallipavo or turkey were fre-
quently noticed in our path; and these
indigenous species of the American forest,
are represented to be still abundant in this
quarter.””’78

Schorger gave accounts of the circular
hunts in Ohio: “During a hunt enclosing five
square miles in Licking County, Ohio, in
1817, 350 turkeys were surrounded... A
circular hunt in Portage County in Decem-
ber, 1818, resulted in taking four hundred
turkeys. On one hunt a year later, over
three hundred were shot.”65 :

The late E.S. Thomas, of the Ohio State
Museum, compiled many accounts of wild
turkey observations and shootings which
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were reported in early newspapers and
county histories. These accounts cover the
period 1802-1884 when an apparently abun-
dant turkey population dwindled to only a
few birds.

The exact time of the wild turkey’s
disappearance from Ohio is difficult to
determine. Several people have written
accounts for different sections of the state.
Jones, writing in 1903, said: “This, the
noblest of the game birds, is all but extinct
within the state.”31 In 1909, writing on the
birds of Cedar Point in Erie County, Jones
commented about the turkey: “Formerly
common over the whole area, but has been
extinct for at least forty years.”32 Oberholser,
discussing the wild turkey in Wayne County,
stated: “It was common until about 1865...
The last authentic date of its appearance in
Wayne County seems to be December 31,
1878.756

Trautman, in his study of the birds of
Buckeye Lake, mentioned that eastern tur-
keys were last seen in central Ohio sometime
between 1853 and 1870.70 Writing on the
birds of Lucas County, Campbell said: “Ap-
parently, the last of (the wild turkeys)... was
seen near Berkey, Ohio in 1892 by E.H.
Ray.”10 Campbell further stated: “Now
extirpated from Obhio, the last strongholds
being in northwestern and southern counties.
Disappearance took place in most sections
between 1850 and 1890.” Williams stated:
“The turkey was mentioned by Kirtland
(1850) as one of the birds common to the
[Cleveland] region at the time of the ‘first
surveys’ (1796), but in 1864 he noted that
only a few were remaining at Rockport (now
Lakewood), though still offered for sale in
the Cleveland markets.”76

More recently, Borror in 1950 mentioned
that the eastern turkey disappeared from
Ohio about 1900, but that it had recently
been introduced, and apparently had be-
come established, on Rattlesnake Island in
Lake Erie.8 However, M.B. Trautman wrote
the author: “In late 1930s or early 1940s the
species was introduced on Rattlesnake Island
in western Lake Erie, where it rapidly mul-
tiplied. In the fall about 1948 it ‘shuffled’
(because of over-crowding?), the majority of
the birds flying over the lake, many to alight

on it and drown, a few reaching Sugar and
Middle Bass Islands, approximately 1 to 1%
miles distant.”

The Audubon Field Notes covering the
61st Christmas Bird Count out of Gypsum,
Ohio (Ottawa Co.) told of seeing 22 tur-
keys.53 These birds likely were the barnyard
variety.

Early Hunting Seasons

The relationship of hunting laws to wild-
life populations was discussed by Dambach
in 1948, in an article that showed the chron-
ological record of Ohio’s early turkey hunting
seasons.!5 Apparently there was no bag
limit in the early turkey laws, and seasons
from 1857 to 1888 were quite liberal, consist-
ing of fall hunts of 154 to 76 days. It is
conceivable that these liberal hunting sea-
sons, along with illegal harvests, contributed
substantially to the turkey’s downfall. Evi-
dently, there were huntable populations of
turkeys in some sections of the state as late
as 1902. Knoder, citing Chapman (1938),
noted that the last recorded wild turkey was
shot in Adams County in 1904.38

TURKEY TRANSPLANTS

The Division of Wildlife’s formal turkey
program began in 1952. However, prior to
this time the Division of Fish and Game,
predecessor of the Division of Wildlife, had
tried to reestablish the species in Ohio.
Knoder, again citing Chapman (1938), stated:
“Between 1922 and 1930 several attempts
were made to reintroduce the wild turkey in
southern Ohio. These attempts failed be-
cause of the preponderance of domestic
turkey blood in the birds released.”38

Chapman and Knoder pointed out that
the return of large forest areas in the
southeastern and south-central sections of
the state, and the need for a new game
species in the nonpheasant range, were fac-
tors leading toward another reintroduction
attempt.12,38 [f this second attempt was suc-
cessful, they said, it would add aesthetic,
scientific, and cultural values to the state.
Again, pure wild birds were not available for
release. This necessitated a careful selection
of stock from another source..

Ohio Fish and Wildlife Report 11:1990
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Stocking and Evaluation of
Game Farm Turkeys

In summer 1952, 79 turkeys were
purchased from the Woodmont Club in
western Maryland and the Pennsylvania
Game Commission. These birds appeared
to be practically identical morphologically
with pure wild turkeys, although some evi-
dence of domestic traits showed in the
stock.38 The birds were held at the Waterloo
Wildlife Experiment Station; in October 53
(13 gobblers and 40 hens) were released on
the Turner Ridge Refuge, Vinton County.
The remainder were kept at the Experiment
Station for breeding. From 1952 to 1957,
1,400 game farm turkeys were released in
several large forest areas of southeastern
and south-central Ohio.66

Observations by Division of Wildlife
personnel, mail carriers, school bus drivers,
and landowners near release areas were
used to determine success or failure of the

game farm turkey releases. Sickels stated:

“All released birds appeared tame in the
field, and showed less fear of humans after
release than they did in the pens at the game
farm... Probably the outstanding factor which
contributed to predation was the failure of
the birds to roost in trees at night.... After
the first flocks had left the release site,
several reports were received that turkeys
had been poached. One farmer reported
that squirrel hunters took 6 to 8 turkeys in
one day.”’66

Knoder listed reasons why releases of
game farm reared turkeys were discontinued:
(1) Propagation difficulties and the resultant
stock showing too many of the character-
istics of the domestic turkey; (2) low survival
and reproductive rates, and easy prey for
the illegal hunter; and (3) susceptibility to
blackhead disease, which affects the liver
and intestines. Studies showed that many
released hens successfully hatched broods
in the wild, but hens that carried blackhead
transmitted the disease to the poults, which
quickly died.39

Bailey and Knoder also came to dis-
couraging conclusions on the merits of
releasing game farm turkeys: “The release
of game farm turkeys not only fails to ac-
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complish its purpose but when made in an
area already occupied by native (wild) birds
may actually do more harm than good...
Where pure wild stock is unavailable, the
release of game farm turkeys to establish a
population in an area completely devoid of
native turkey can be justified. In such an
area there is no wild stock to be ‘polluted’;
consequently, there is much to gain and
very little to lose... The population, under
the laws of natural selection and ‘survival of
the fittest,” will eventually adjust itself to the
living conditions of the area, becoming more
and more like the ‘native’ race... This con-
dition will exist only if the released stock
contains enough hereditary characteristics
of the wild turkey to enable it to survive the
transition period.”3

During the period of game farm turkey
releases in Ohio (1952-1957) an effort was
made to evaluate the wildness of the stock
being released. Knoder,40 working at the
Waterloo Wildlife Experiment Station, sum-
marized his findings on the subject:

~ “Body Weight. At the ages measured,
the Waterloo turkeys (game farm turkeys)
exceeded the wild turkey in body weight by
20 to 25 per cent. This clearly indicates the
presence of domestic turkey genes in the
Waterloo population.

“Brain Weight. The mean brain weight/
body weight ratio of the Waterloo turkeys
was intermediate between the wild and do-
mestic turkeys. This, too, indicates that the
Waterloo turkeys are hybrids.

“Endocrine Glands. The endocrine
weight/body weight ratio of the Waterloo
turkeys was intermediate between the wild
and domestic turkeys. The low adrenal/body
weight ratio of the Waterloo turkey probably
indicates a high frequency of domestic tur-
key genes.

“Breeding Tests. Yearling wild gobblers
did not produce fertility in eggs when mated
with laying hens. Yearling Waterloo gob-
blers produced between 34.8 and 75.5 per
cent fertility when mated to laying hens.
Since yearling domestic gobblers are fully
fertile, the intermediate performance of the
Waterloo gobblers suggests that they are
hybrids.



