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A                     lthough they’re here throughout the year, every spring, about early June or
                      so, they seem to reappear!  On tiny legs, heads held high, they dash skittishly

                  across the road from beneath the shrubs in the front yard of my neighbor across
   the way to the shelter-rich, unkempt backyard of my neighbor next door.  The critters to which I
 am referring are California quail, cute (in my opinion) little ground-dwelling birds with a plume-like

feather bopping from the top of their head.  Drivers on the road sometimes slow down, seeing the bright yellow “Quail
Crossing” sign I’ve posted on a telephone pole nearby.  More often than not, the miniature sprinters must stop abruptly, turn
and retreat as vehicles come careening down the road at full speed.

Quail, along with wild turkeys, pheasants, grouse, prairie chickens, partridges and ptarmigans, are all members of the ground-
dwelling, gallinaceous birds in the Order Galliformes.  Gallinaceous birds are fowl-like in appearance and form.  They possess
short, stout, chicken-like bills, and sturdy, but relatively long and often spurred legs.  Their wings are strong, short and
rounded, their heads are small, their bodies are heavy, and their tails vary in length and elaboration depending on the species.
Some bear crests, plumes or wattles, some have feathers patterned to conceal, and others are adorned with beautiful plum-
ages rivaled by few in the realm of birds.  Courtship is quite flamboyant in some, more subdued in others.  Some are polyga-
mous, some monogamous. Their clutches are large and their young are precocious—covered with down when hatched and
able to run soon after leaving the egg.  They forage by scratching the ground with their feet or digging in the litter with their
bills, and roost mainly on the ground, but sometimes in trees.

Representatives of this group are found on every continent, but only two families, the Phasianidae and the Odontophoridae,
have members of regular occurrence in the United States and Canada.  They comprise the majority of upland game bird
species.  The flesh of most is edible but some are definitely more tasty than others.  They occupy a variety of habitats from
valleys to mountain peaks, and deserts to prairies, forests and tundra.

Before European settlement, native members of this family were found over most of North America.  Each species had its
preferred habitat.  Colonization, however,  brought changes in the native vegetation, that in turn, impacted survival of the
native birds.  One race of prairie chicken in the East, the heath hen, was driven to extinction as agriculture eliminated
its native habitat.  Numbers of many of the other species were significantly decreased as well.  To fill the
void, during the first half of the last century, wildlife managers attempted to introduce an array
of upland game birds from foreign lands.  Only a few of these introduction attempts were
successful, the best examples being the ring-necked pheasant and the chukar.  Today,
more emphasis is being placed on restoring and preserving habitats to encourage
survival of native species, although new introductions continue as well.

Utah has within its borders 12 species of gallinaceous upland game
birds.  Seven, Gambel’s quail, the northern and Gunnison sage grouse,
the blue, ruffed and sharp-tailed grouse and the wild turkey,
are native species.  Five, are
exotics, which have been
successfully introduced;
two, the California quail and
the white-tailed ptarmigan are
native to other parts of the United
States, and three, the ring-necked
pheasant from China, the chukar from India and
the Hungarian partridge from Europe, are foreigners.

California Quail

Read on to learn more about some of Utah’s
       Great Gallinaceous Birds!


