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Notes on the ocellated turkey of Guatemala,
Meleagris ocellata
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Since this is “Thanksgiving Week” in much of North America, and since the ocellated turkey is one of the more
beautiful birds of Guatemala, we at FLAAR Reports have spent the time making an introductory bibliography
on this species.

This bird is renowned for being difficult if not impossible to raise in captivity. The Quetzal is the bird of free-
dom for the same reason: the Quetzal wants to be free (out in its natural environment). The difference is that the
ocellated turkey evidently stays alive in captivity, but mainly does not breed in captivity, and the young do not
thrive (or sometimes don’t even survive). But it would be worth experimenting to see if these birds were al-
lowed to roam around their natural habitat they would indeed reproduce more. In other words, if in their natural
environment, instead of in Florida or elsewhere, which is not their natural home eco-system.

For example, the scarlet macaws of Copan Ruinas, Honduras, are totally free to fly anywhere. Their wings are
not clipped. But these birds return each night to their keepers so at night they are safe. My suggestion is to work
out this system for the ocellated turkey: let them roam during the day, but try to have a protected area for them
to overnight. I would really enjoy working on a program to introduce the ocellated turkey to AutoSafari Chapin.
Perhaps experiment with several breeding pairs and see if they can multiply. Visitors love the macaws and pec-
cary and spider monkeys. I would really enjoy seeing the Guatemalan turkey strutting around also.

One other reason I am interested in the turkey of the Maya area is that some scholars think the tail feathers of
this bird were the inspiration for certain motifs among the Maya of Tikal, precisely on the numerous plates of
the Tomb of the Jade Jaguar, the burial I discovered at Tikal while a Harvard student working for the University
of Pennsylvania at Tikal in 1965. My several-hundred page undergraduate honor’s thesis is available as a down-
load on our www.maya-archaeology.org (Burial 196, Str. 5D-73, a pyramid facing the south side of Temple II;
Str. 5D-73 was identical in design to Temple I but had no masonry temple on top; Str. 5D-73 was just a burial
pyramid; it’s temple would have been wooden with a thatch roof, as clearly shown in many graffiti at Tikal and
Comalcalco (Tabasco) and other Maya sites).

I estimate that the ocellated turkey could be fostered in Las Guacamayas area (though there are plenty of local
people who would tend to hunt such a tasty species). But with proper education, and a balance (a few birds for
the dinner table as long as the majority of the birds are left free to wander around), I believe the ocellated turkey
could be added as a species to attract biologists to Las Guacamayas. In the Monterrico area local people are al-
lowed to harvest and eat marine turtle eggs as long as a percent are saved to reproduce.

I would enjoy working with more nature parks in Guatemala to have more groups of ocellated turkeys, not in
cages, but free to roam in fields (such as the white-tailed deer at AutoSafari



Chapin). Obviously more a challenge since the turkeys can easily fly over any fence. But... if the turkeys are
happy in one area of the park, enough will stay there to entertain the visitors.

In the meantime, here is an introductory bibliography on the ocellated turkey of Guatemala.
Credit:

The drawing is by Kakchiquel Mayan student intern Josefina. Our goal is to have “family friendly” style, as we
wish to create books for children so they can understand to protect each species and their needed eco-system. It
would be great to have these books sponsored and in Q’eqchi’ Mayan plus the other languages of the natural area
of these turkeys (Peten Ytza Maya, Mopan, etc).
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