TURKEY HISTORY 101

The turkey is a variety of the pheasant. The origin of the
name is unclear, but some interesting theories exist.
Christopher Columbus thought the New World was con-
nected to India. He called the unusual bird “tuka”, which
is peacock in the Tamil language of India. Another tale
says the merchants who sold turkeys in Spain changed the
Tamil “tuka” to the Hebrew “tukki”, which then evolved
into the English “turkey”. Others maintain the American
Indian name for the bird was “firkee”. Another theory
says the present name “turkey” came from the alarm call
of the bird, which sounds something like “turc, turc,
turc”.

Christopher Columbus and later Hernando Cortez both
acquired a taste for turkey in the Western Hemisphere
and took samples to Europe. By 1530, turkeys were being
raised domestically in Italy, France and England. When
the Pilgrims and other early settlers arrived on American
shores, they already were familiar with eating turkey!

Recent fossil evidence has been dated to show that tur-
keys have roamed the Americas for 10 million years.

Ben Franklin suggested the national bird be a turkey and
NOT the bald eagle.

President Abe Lincoln proclaimed Thanksgiving as a na-
tional holiday in 1863 in response to a lengthy letter
writing campaign by Sara Josepha Buell Hale. She wrote
letters to 5 presidents! Mrs. Hale was also the author of
the rhyme “Mary had a little lamb”.

President Lincoln’s son Tad had a pet turkey. When it
was suggested that the bird might make a holiday meal,
the set up such a protest that the president issued a
“presidential pardon” for the pet. Iowa turkey farmers
provided the presidential pardoned turkeys in 2008! The
2 birds were hand-raised by the Hill family.

Remember, turkeys are NOT pets! They don’t make good
companions. Stick with a dog or a cat as your pet.

[OWA HISTORY

The Iowa Turkey
Federation, dating back
to 1948, involves growers, hatcheries,
processors, and allied industry firms in its
activities. Iowa’s 85 turkey growers
raises over 8,750,000 turkeys and are
processing over 238,000,000 pounds of
turkey meat per year.

lowa turkey growers have a self-imposed
"check-off" of 1 1/2 cents on hens and 2
1/2 cents on tom turkeys processed. This
is used by the lowa Turkey Marketing
Council for promotion of turkey
products, turkey production, market
research and for turkey growers
educational programs.

Turkey is truly America’s meat. Fossils
have proven that wild turkeys have been
part of North America for more than 10
million years! There were 7 varieties of
wild turkeys that were in America when
Europeans first arrived over 500 years
ago, and all seven varieties still exist in
the wild today.

Beginning in the 16™ century turkeys
were domesticated. This has lead to
many new varieties of turkeys. Black
feathered turkeys were primarily raised
by growers until the desire of the
consumer changed. Dark feathers leave
dark spots in the skin and the US
Government standards downgraded this
type of unsightliness. This resulted in
turkey growers receiving less money for
their turkeys, so they changed to white
breeds of turkeys.
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