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HERE is a great dea of mlsconception current with re-

gard to the turkey. (Where did 1t

th‘e first to use and domesticate it?

American product, because archaep
; merica in prehistoric:

.there are mstances of lits use in
'tlmes, and it was used in some way !

dlans on this contment ong before;.

saﬂ westward. |
« The turkey famlly is\a native to
*is here confined to Northi\America 2
.The turkey formerly occurred wild
nd

in that area. -

The turkey used to be
is now regarded by séme uthorlti
American representative of the phe f
two main species of the tu key, o

ne‘w is rarely found north’

come from? Who were: |

ogy has.shown that
y almost all of'the In-.
hls continent only, and _A
d to Central America.J '
rom southern Mexico:

rom the Rocky Moun- |

is country because it

 a s@parate famlly, but
s as the only naturali =
ant family. There are; ,

of which the Mealeagrzs; '

orth America.. Ther

It is certainly a tIIUIYf ,’.’

olumbus ventured tolf _

gallopavo has the widest range in !

~ are five main varieties now reco ;zed The Florlda tur=
‘key, Merriam’s turkey, the Rio Grqnde turkey, the Ameri-

. can wild turkey, and'the typd not fbund within the United
States, the Yucatan Ocellated turkey. The turkey has a
handsome plumage with a brgnze I ster, a naked caruncu-’°
lated head, and whitish tips (to ther upper tail coverts and
tail feathers in the typieal v riety] (that of Mexico) from!
Whlch our domesticated bird is. denved The northern Vaé»
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rieties are to be distingujshed by the chestnut tips to the -
tail coverts and tail feathers. The Yucatan bird is consid-
" erably smaller and has a very brilliant plumage. The do-
mesticated varieties display a greater range of color such as
buff, slate, or pure white.
The origin of our common “Thanksglvmg Turkey
very mterestmg and quite surprising; tracing its 11nea_ge .
back to the court of Montezuma. It seems to be a common
concept that the bird was first obtained by the settlers from
- the Indians of the Atlantic coastal region, but this is not the
case, as it has already been domesticated in Europe for al-
~ most a century previous to the establishment of the New
England sefﬂezpents The turkey had come into Europe as
early as the sixteenth century. When the Spanish conquer-
ors invaded Mexico, they found the turkey already domesti-
cated by the Aztecs. It is somewhat doubtful to what extent
the turkeys were used as an article of food by the Indians,
but there is record of a flock of tame turkeys which were
used to supply the larger birds of prey in the aviary of Mon-~
tezuma with feod. But at any rate the turkey found favor
with the appetites of the Spaniards and specimens |were
immediately sent home to the court of Spain. It is said that
Fra Agapida, Cortez’ own confessor, propagated it while
still'in Mexico, and that the great conqueror was exceed-
ingly proud of the flgek he carried back to Castile and|Ara- .
gon. These birds were at first a great rarity and were very
- valuable, even taking their place as an important item in the
dowry of a princess. Everyone.liked the turkey so much
that it soon became very plentiful and even spread as far
as China. By 1530, turkeys were known and enjoyed even
in England, and by 1541, it was decreed that an ecclesiastic-
could have “onley one to a dish”—an interesting comtment'
on the eating capacities of the clergy. It is recorded that by
1555 the birds were cheap enough for the common people to
afford them.
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- The'name “turkey” has no l
" bears it. It was mistakenly suppbsed When first introduced
~ into Eurgpe that the turkey Wasl a’ species of guinea.f wl
then a Portuguese importation!

Jation to the land that also

om Africa, called |the

“Turky” from a rude un_ltatlon of its raucous cry.| Ano h’er
theory as to the origin of the name{is that the bird wa ers
' roneously supposed to have been brought from the lan of

Turkey: .

In the' interval between its|introduction into Europe
and its re-1ntr0duct10n into the NeW World, the tux key‘

passed through several

changes and was 1mproved in vari-

“qus. ways—made larger and the like. And it was this|im{

‘proved form of the turkey that [the early settlers brought -

over here soon after their arrival heére. Of course, there ig -
-no doubt that-they also hunted t”he wild turkey- to a great -

degree as it is still hunted to thliday in the regions where
it abounds. But it is generally c

time after the settlem
"were in possesswn of
turkeys.

PR A

As has been mdlcqted before, nearly all regions of this;
continent, with the exéeptlon ofithe Pacific coast had |the! .

- wild turkey, and almost without exception the Indians of
this continent made some use oﬂ that fowfl. It supplied a

great many .needs: It
were used to make feg
in the decoration of ga
whistles or. sometimes
for various art “forms,
part in the religion and

Each tribe had its

called it Sulagz the Yiuehi, Ya ti; Jand the Timecuus, Apo ola

hasome. It Was also i1
ennes. The Cheyenne t

right index finger several times across the left ‘forefinger, [‘
which perhaps arose fnom the practlce of severing the ﬁn-

., % {
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f thejeastern coast those pepple
flocks of domestlcated European!

s

was an article of food,.its feather

ther mantles and robes as wel ag
rments, 1ts bones were also used|for
for needlés It served as a model;
as well as playing ant appreciable |
the rltuaB of the Indians.
own name {for the bird. The Cr eks

1timately iconnected with the Chey-i
ribal sign; awas made by drawing the:
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gers of the prisoners of war, but some authorities say| that—

the sign is intended to indicate “stripe people” or “striped’

arrow people,” referring to the fact that the Cheyenne usu-
ally feathered their arrows with the striped feathers of the
wild turkey. This agrees with the interpretation of the
name for Cheyenne in several different Indian languages.

The Jesuit Relations are full of mention of the| wild
turkey and give testimony-to its plentlfulness, for exlmple

these quotations. Binneteau, ertlng from the Illinois

_ country in 1699, “Game is plentiful, such as ducks, geese,

~ bustards, swans, cranes, and turkeys.” Marquette Wr( te in
his journal in the years 1673-77, “We were delayed for three
days, during which Pierre killed a deer, three bustards, and

three turkeys, which were very good.” “We started with a

favoring wind and reached the river of the portage, hich

' was frozen to a depth of six inches, there was more [snow

there than elseswhere, as well as more tracks of ammais and )

turkeys.” . . . “When we reached the parallel of 41-28' fol-
lowing the same direction we found that the turkeys had
taken the place of game.” Claude Dablon wrote (167
“and turkeys are found there (along the St Louis rive
greater numbers than elseswhere. For a distance of | 1ghty
leagues, I did not pass a quarter of an hour without seeing
one.” ... “The turkeys strut about on all sides.” We en-
tered th1s first stream, which flows from a lake, there we
saw two turkeys ‘perched on a tree, male and femaie, re-
sembhng perfectly those of France—the same size, the
. saine color, and the same cry.” ... “The lake where Ajllouez
saw the wild turkeys is Lake Poygan, the eastern arm of
which is called Lake Winneconne.” [ ‘

In the anonymous Relation of 1661, vhere is thls] men-
tion of the turkey, “Bears, wild boars, leopards, and Llio’ns,
inhabit those wildernesses much more than man; while the
turkeys and fowls fly in flocks as starlings do in France,'and
the cock’s crow 1s heard in the woods just as in our villages.”
In Bonnecamp s Relation of 17 10, “We always kept close to

3
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the shore. It is quite egular, stralght but moderately high,
and furnishes little sl?blter in many places it 1h mere: rock,,
covered with a few inches of soil. Lake Erie is not deen
Its waters have neither the tracnsparency nor the coolnesb
~of those of Lake Ontario.  It. is at this lake that I saw for~ -
the first time the Wlldj turkeys ’fthey différ in no way from
~our domestic turkeys!’ These accounts show the preva;-
" lency of the wild turkey among'a the lands ‘inhabited by the
Indians before they were filled by the white settlers. It is
therefore, a natural thing that the Indians should have

which they did. N 1 |
Among many tri jes the turgE ey held a prominent- place

as an article oﬁ food. |Allouez Wrote from Illinois of the In:

dians of that region, {‘They llve on Indian corn and other -

ages on the prairies.| They eat fourteen kinds of rootst,
| which they find in the1pra1r1es, {: ey made me eat some and
I found them, good and very swegt. They gather from trees
and plants forty-two different kinds of fruits, all of Which ‘
. are excellent, and, cau h- twenty—ﬁve ‘sorts: of fish—among
them the eel. They hunt the roebuck, the bison, the turkey*
and the wildecat.” In inother Relation entitled “Of the Mis- *
sion of the Angels to the Attiwandarons or the. peoples of
the Neutral Nation” in £he nelghborhood of Lake Erie, }“The .
food and clothing 'bf this nation do-not greatly differ from
those of our Hurons:| They have Indian corn, beans, and
squashes in equal plenty; the fishing likewise seems equal .
- as regards the abuhda nce of ﬁsh, of which some species are )
found in rone reglop ‘that are not in another, the people of
the Neutral Natloh eatly excel in hunting.stags, cows,
- »wild cats, wolves, ‘bla k beasts, beaver, and other ammals'
; of which the skin and the flesh are Waluable. - The supply
- of meat has been great there this year.on account of the
heavy snow and they hax:e had this year. more than three

Py,
i

. .
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) made such extensive se of the bird in the many ‘ways m .

fruits of the earth, which they *dultlvate like the other sav- -
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feet They have also’ multltuﬁes of W11d turkeys, Whlch go-
in flocks through the fields and woods. ” f
A later traveler, in the first half of the‘nineteenth een-
tury, also mentions some instances in which the turkey was
used as food by the Indians, especially the Wallapals 3
Some of the Indians had domesticated the turkey
Stevenson, in a paper on the “Ethnobotany of the Zufii In-
dians,” says: "“The blossims of this plant are fed tq the
newly hatched turkeys, the @ wan sa pipi ¢ wa % tonakia or
- great young fowls all eating food.” In this case, however,
the turkeys are raised less as an article of food as for their
. feathers, which rank in equal importance with eagle feath- f
.- ers in ceremonial importance.” Another implied instance of
- domestication is recorded by Du Pratz in Histoire de la Lou-
isiane, “My slave told me thgt in her nation and in her na-
tive village they have them (turkeys) and have raised them
without more care than is required for young chlckens ”
"This refers to the Natchez Indians. |
’ Fewkes, on this question of the domestication of the
turkey, says in “Two Summers’ Work in: Pueblo Ruins,”
“The numerous turkey bones which were found do not
necessarlly mean that this bird was used as food by the an-
cient sedentary peoples of Arizona. We are told by the his-
torian of Coronado’s expedition that the Pueblos had do-
mesticated fowls, but they were probably from which as at
present were obtained the feathers used in ceremonials; It
would hardly seem possible that birds whose feathers were
thus used would be eaten, although parallels to such a
usage occur in the religious rites of»manjr peoples. And
there is every probability that the W;ld turkey’s flesh was
eaten.” - o
, It is certain that the turkey played an important part
in the diet of nearly all of the Indians on this contlnent—
with, of course, minor variations and exceptlons In addi-
tion to this, the turkey Was also used in the making of ar-
ticles of clothing. To quote from Krelger s article on

-
-~ .
y . N
. j -
& s
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“American Indian Cnistumes wing to the perishable
' nature of the material most of % evidences of artwork’ m
feathers have disclgpeared from- the northern continent;
but, on the authorliy of the old hJstorlans* and the testlmony
of a few precious examples still gemammg it is ceftain that
. these were used from.pne extremlty of the continent to the
- other. The Vlrglman,Indlans made robes of. turkey feath-
ers.” ... “In Mexico and in South América ornamental fab-
. ries were obtained ‘Hy overlaylng cloth with feathers
Throughout native America, featherwork constituted one
‘of the most characteristic developments of Indian dress, ex-
~ tending, as it does, from the Arctlc Eskimoan tribes to the
~ scantily clothed tribes of South America. Head dresses,
skirts, cloaks, :and miantles predbmlnate while feathers m-'
" mosaics were badges] of distinction. Mantles of turkey
feathers weére plaited in the Pueblo area in the southeasterm
states, along the Gulf lof Mexico: and eastward to the terrl-‘
_tory of the Iroquom :
A priest who accpmpanied the Iberv1lle expedltlon, m
1700, mentions that the Indians about Natches wore a robe |
of muskrat skins or turkey feathers From these and other
recorded 1nstances it would seem|justifiable to conclude that |
feathers were an 1nt gral part of the wearing apparel of
the Indians and it is cprtain thaf:‘P the feathers of the turkey
and the eagle were th se nlost cqmmonly used. -
Many stories and myths of ithe Indians deal with the
turkey. These storieg fall in the usual categories; such as |

.divinity or ruling spi l1t or the like. Other stories account

for special physical yecuharltles The Seminoles have a
story of the turkey who was once king of the birds and Who
could fly like the eagle, - There 1s§also a Hitchiti story about

a “Strange Turkey whp catches Pfi;eople and Carries Them up |
to the Sky.” The turkey as a figure in myth and story is |
not confined to any one group of Indians, but enters into

4

| . Nt
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almost all of the mythology of whatever peoples that Eame
into contact with the bird.

- The turkey is not always separated from the t rkey
buzzard and the buzzard in the customs and usages of these
tribes. This seems to be more especially the case when the
turkey is not used for food. The mortuary customs of some
Indians along the lower Mississippi valley pertain more to
the buzzard than to the turkey, but are nevertheless of in-
terest. Every village of any size had a “bone house” or
ha na katei, which was occupied by an official known as the
“buzzard picker” or oc hatcna, whose: duty it was to tehd a
fire which was kept burning continually within the house
About a year after the death of a head chief or any of the
village war chiefs, of ‘whom there were five, the buzzard
man was required to dig their bones up and these bones
were then wrapped in a new and checkered mat. and burnt
in the lodge.

' We may, perhaps, 1nfer from another legend, that of
the Seneca Indlans, that the turkey was in some way used
as a healing medicine. In the story, ‘“The Seven Sisters who
Produc\ed Wampum,” one of the characters is commanded
by his mother to get some turkey oil from a newly killed
gobbler in order to rub.it upon the raw flesh of a Wound as
an aid in healing. This is perhaps an indication that such
oil was used in the medicinal practices of these Indl

The turkey is sometimes the subject of taboos and| pro-

t  hibitions. For example, fish, pork, chicken, and all kinds of
birds and eggs were tabooed as food by the Havasupaji In-

--dians. This would imply the placmg of the turkey on the
forbidden list.

James Mooney, in “Myths of the Cherokee” gives an-

-of the red throat appendage of the turkey, somewhat resem-
bling the goitrous growth known in t ¢ South as “kernels”
or dule tsi in the Cherokee language, the/ féathers of thisbird
are not worn by ball players; neither is the neck allowed to-

https://digitalrepository.unm:edu/nmq/vol1 '/(iss3/.1 5

other instance of the turkey figuring in taboo. “On-account 'v |
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be eaten by chlldren of sick persons, under fear._that thp

of course, an example from modérn times after the Tndja
has been sub,]ected to the 1nﬂue€)ce of the white man for
several centurles, but such a jractlce might well hIa\?e
hdd a counterpant Tn earlier times§

A nlneteent century traveler in_the Plams recorrdz

that the Indians of. the place whe e he happened to makelhis
camp refused to eat turkey, hold ng the belief that if they
~ did eat it they would become cowardly. Thus there are .exi
amples of what mlght be called the negative u§e of ‘the tus
‘key by the Indla.n’s ' .
Another 1nterest ing phase\oﬁ the use of the turkeyib
the American Indians is the place it occuples in their e
ligion and in thelr customs In the| Relation of Le Je ‘"
written in 1637, from Huronia there is recounted an in
esting instance of thls A contagli ne
of fever had broﬁ{en out and the Jgsuit fathers Worked very
hard to save the ]hves and souls of ,fhe Indians, but they w '11
unable to check the sickness and the converts increasin ‘lI ’,
turned away from the Christian geliglon The- Indians fre-
*. sumed again theu' d rites; the :ort,erers were active h
parties went about slngmg One ¢f the singers sang a s
beglnnln% iw1th hg:hefs;e WOI‘dS‘ “ fome great Arendiouawt
come, behold the! da%gbeglnmng to dawn.” After this s

" had been/sung seyeral times ther ibegan an inspection aj
tour of the cabmp by this medlcme man. At his arrival!

: profound silence =preva11ed,~a cap in marched before hir
holding in one hand the bo% of Tehorenhaegnon (a mey

- cine man from another v111age, Wh had sent on his emble
of authorlty as a ,slgn ‘of the power jossessed by his sub 3-
tute) and hold1ng3 in the other’ han

kettle filled with mys-
terious water Whlch he sprlnkled *over the sick. He alg
carried a turkey s wing with Whlch he gravely fanned ti
~gick at a dlstance, after glvmg ther something to drin}
- He performed the same ceremony at every cabin and aftg

t
- - i
H
1
i
i

* <
E R B ' H
g . Published by UNM Digital Repository, 192&1 < 2
P B H
§ 2

growth of kerne]is will be the res It.”? (Page 285). Thig is, _
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having inspired all the Indians with hope he withdrew.
“On the 21st, Saissarinon returned to the Andiatae. At
departure taking 1nto partnershlp with himself and T

wing, adding that henceforth their dreams would pr
trde.” But imr spite of all this ceremony the deaths
tinued and the priests were so zealous that finally they were
able to successfully resume their work of conversion and
medicine men were forced to give up their positions. “More-
over, he did so well that those gentlemen, the substitutes of
Tehorenhaegnon, were obliged to throw aside thelr turkey
wings and rénounce their office.” .

In the Relation of Bonneteau, dated 1696- 1702 he

writes that: “In ‘pubhc they perform a hundred mummer-
ies full of impiety; and talk to the skins of animals and of -
. dead birdg as divinities. Every day they sing. songs’ in

honor of their little manitous, as they call them (a kind of
private fetish made from feathers and the like).”

Le Jeune’s Relation of 1836 contains a further account
of such practices. “Whether there are Sorcerers among the

Hurons? There is therefore, some foundation for the belief -

that the devil oecasionally gives them assistance and reveals
himself to them for some temporary profit for their eternal
damnation: *Let-us see some examples of it. Onditachiae
is renowned among the Tobacco Nation, like Jupiter among
the heathens of former times, from ‘having the rains,-the
winds, and the thunder in his hands. This thunder is|by
his account, a man like the turkey cock the sky is his palgce,

and he retires there when it is serene; he comes to earthto

get his supply of adders and serpents, and of all they call
Oke, when the clouds are rumbling; the hghtmngs oceur] in
proportion as he extends or folds his wings. - If the uproar

' is a little louder, it is his little ones who accompany him, and. |

help him to make a noise as best they can. Raising the ob-

. 10
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lays in its supply.”} 'Why does it by

~ers, who have to this/day preserved
“ancient worship, make a very exten 1rve use of the feather

~ end of placating and propitiating th r gods i in order to gai{r |

3 large part of their rltual 1s devotegl to the representatu?in

- the gait of the turkey. ‘It is interes}
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dryness? he repheéi hat it came fr m the caterplllars, ov

" whom Ondiachiae had no power. And asking him ‘Wh

the lightning struek trees? ‘It is here, said he, ‘that j
| rn cabins, why does
kill men? ‘Chieske ?—How do Iknrbv"”

The Hopt, th’ose descendantg of | he Arizona cliff dwel
any survivals of thei

of the turkeys in 4l of their ceremdnies. There is a ve i
complex calendar embracing orlgmaily ver sixty cerem“
nies. All these rites are, in. gener%i dlrected toward t

their desires. There are several diff rent types of worshi

The katcinas or the personation of t!‘e
underworld ; the elder brothers, Whojare personated by deps

utles, or descendants of the first -'ﬂ"sprmg of the cultus

hero and the mald”and ﬁnally the Worshlp connected wif
he cultus maid of the women’s so eﬁes who dance with
askets. :

of the turkey is thesgone most plentlf j‘ly used. = .

- The Hopi believe that the life after death is similar | ta
the life on earth-and the spirits of tliie déad return to eartk
either to bless or vex mankmd theyaére called Katcinas an

of these beings. . One of these Katci :as represents Koyona,
or the turkey. The cqx_stume is a greén colored helmet, W11;gh
long, extended’ beak hnd red wattles, which are made n;n

modern times of red flanhel cloth. The talls anfd wings a1

- made of feathers attached to the bodj with gum. The mah}

who puts on this costiime performs & dance in imitation of

ing to note as a com-

i

clans that people tk e
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|

i

|

; parison that the Creel;é_ndians also had -a turkey |dance

| called pin-e-bun-gan. : A

; Turning from religion to art, we find that the turkey

| has been represented in many ways in many mediums ever
since prehistoric times. For example, there has been|found | :

, " a prehistorie plate from the Mimbres valley showing a very

, * " clever drawing of a strutting turkey. There also have been

' found cave drawings of the turkey dating back to that far.

% 'In more recent remains found in Florida, there have -

P _ been discovered small models of this bird. This mortuary

pottery, a8 it is called, is rather new looking, uncovered near

@ the surface, crude and rough in form, constructlo , and‘

g finish. They are mostly figurines modeledz with the w1 alded

i fingers.

f All this Indian lore and 1ts use datmg back to prehis-

] toric’ times is the heritage of our common Thanksglvmg

| turkey. It is usually regarded as a purely colonial contri-

bution to the table, but we have seen that it or1g1nally1 came

from Mexico, after it had been used for perhaps several

thousand years already by the Indians of this continent.

Thus, when we eat our feast at Thankegiving time,-we are

celebrating a truly American feast with a purely American

bird asg the chief dish.

Ed
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