Wild Turkeys on Fort Riley

Today, turkeys are plentiful on Fort Riley.  But it wasn’t too long ago that turkeys were absent from plains of Kansas, and most generally throughout the nation.  As with many other species of game, the wild turkey nearly succumbed to the unlimited hunting of the late 1800’s and was soon extirpated from the state of Kansas.  The last recorded observance of a native turkey prior to their reintroduction was in 1871 near Fort Hays. 

The history of turkeys in Kansas is well noted and early records indicate wild turkeys occurred in large numbers throughout much of the nation.  One report from 1609 indicates that wild turkeys were “Innumerable” and another from North Carolina states reports seeing more than 500 in one flock.  On July 1, 1804 near Leavenworth Kansas, Merewether Lewis wrote “Deer and turkeys in great quantities on the bank”.  

By the mid to late 1800’s, the wild turkey was at its lowest point in population.  Reintroduction efforts began around the turn of the century, but few populations took hold.  The population of turkeys in the U.S. probably reached its lowest point in the 1930’s, with very few birds remaining in the wild.  In 1959 the Kansas population struggled to maintain an estimated 110 birds.  

A successful turkey reintroduction program by the state of Kansas began in the mid 1970s as a wild turkey population first took hold in Southeast Kansas.  Their numbers grew exponentially across the state and were estimated to be at 45,000 birds in 1986.  Even then, it was somewhat rare to see a turkey in this part of Kansas.  Over the last two decades, repeated stockings and protective laws allowed the turkeys to increase and reclaim every corner of the state.  

There are two main subspecies of wild turkeys native to Kansas, the Rio Grande and Eastern.  Presently, the Rio Grande’s occupy the western ½ of Kansas, with the Eastern occupying the eastern ¼.  Both species occur in central Kansas (including Fort Riley).  There is a fair amount of hybridization between the two subspecies in this area.  Common plumage characteristics can differentiate the two, however with hybridization there is quite a bit of variation.  The Rio Grande is typically copper to greenish in color, especially on the breast, whereas the Eastern is purplish.

Turkeys are omnivorous, meaning they will eat just about anything they can catch.  Their diet varies as the seasons change. In the spring and summer, the largest percentage of their diet is made up of insects.  In the fall and winter, their diet switches to acorns, seeds and green matter.  

With the increased number of turkey, the season and bag limits have become quite liberal.  The current fall season in Kansas and on Fort Riley has a bag limit of 4 birds total (1 primary tag and 3 game tags), and the spring season in recent years has consisted of a bag limit of 2 toms. 

Turkey hunting is definitely a challenge, especially in the fall, when turkeys are generally very wary.  This difficulty is compounded with all the eyes present in a large flock of turkeys.  The keys are good scouting before the season and finding good habitat and movement patterns.  

The wild turkey in North America has come full circle.  From near decimation to becoming once again a common sight in the outdoors.  The return of the wild turkey is truly a remarkable story, and with Thanksgiving just around the corner, an appropriate example of a great American symbol.

