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Most people recognize the wide open spaces of Texas 
by the vision that has been made popular by movies, 
books and television, but there is one region of Texas 

that is very different from the popular version…the Pineywoods. 
Not only is its topography different, the habitat, wildlife 

and eco-diversity is more akin to the old South than the more 
“rugged” perception of Texas. However, it still has its own unique 
make-up, giving both wildlife biologists and wildlife managers a 
special challenge. 

Covering about 24,000 square miles, the Pineywoods makes up 
about 9 percent of Texas. It is also the westernmost edge of the 
vast Southern Pinelands that extends from southeast Virginia, 
following the Gulf Coast to eastern Texas. 

To better understand the future outlook for species such as the 
wild turkey in this area of the state, we need to look back at the 
region’s history and the events that led up to the present era. 

When Texas was settled, it began in the Pineywoods. Her 
abundant wildlife, verdant old-growth forests, rich grasslands 
and countless water sources made this region attractive to the 
early pioneers moving westward. Its boundless resources would 
also be its undoing, as later in the 1880s when logging began in 
earnest, the old-growth forests succumbed to the lumberjack’s 
saw. 

Not understanding the importance of hardwoods as a wildlife 
food source, many lumbermen considered hardwoods “weed 
trees” and thousands of ancient oaks, hickories and beeches 
succumbed to girdling and poisoning. Agriculture began to move 
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The mostly closed canopy forests of 
today are monocultures that allow for 
little or no ground cover and provide little 
for the sustaining of wildlife. By the late 
1940s, serious consideration began to be 
given to the restoration of the white-tailed 
deer and wild turkey in the East Texas 
area. 

Leading the charge was the Texas 
Game, Fish and Oyster Commission 
(the predecessor of the Texas Parks and 
Wildlife), who at the end of World War II 
began restocking both deer and turkey to 
the area. While the deer flourished and 
enjoyed steady growth in numbers, the 
wild turkey effort was met with limited 
success. Pen-raised turkeys were utilized 
along with some Rio Grande birds during 
those early attempts, with dismal results. 
Today, it is illegal to release pen-raised 
birds into the wild in Texas. 

Fast forward to 1979 when the Texas 
Parks and Wildlife Department began 
to try block-stocking as a method to 
encourage the wild turkey’s comeback. 
The block-stocking program would release 
15 to 20 birds at a predetermined location 

over the course of several years. This 
program did very little to boost the overall 
populations in those counties. 

However in 1988, TPWD along with the 
National Wild Turkey Federation began 
to boost the number of birds released to a 
given area. Between 1988 and 2003, over 
7,000 Eastern wild turkeys were released 
across 54 counties in the Pineywoods and 
Post Oak Savannah regions of East Texas. 

According to Jason Hardin, Upland 
Game Bird Specialist with the TPWD, this 
effort met with “some success, but it wasn’t 
nearly as successful as we had hoped.” 

About 2007, research into habitat 
evaluation and a new method of “super 
stocking” (releasing 80 plus birds per 
release site) was being conducted and from 
early results, it seemed to be improving 
survival and reproduction rates. Stephen 
F. Austin State University and National 
Wild Turkey Federation biologists teamed 
up to develop the new methods of habitat 
evaluation known today as TPWD’s 
Eastern Wild Turkey Habitat Suitability 
Index. 

Beginning in 2013, TPWD began using 
these new markers for finding suitable 
release sites and by combining the target 
sites with the super stocking approach, 
the effort has shown some improvement 
in the wild turkey numbers across the 
Pineywoods.  

Christopher Comer, professor of 
Wildlife Management at the Arthur 
Temple College of Forestry and 
Agriculture at SFASU was part of this 
research development team and has 
continued to monitor the return of the 
wild turkey to this part of the state. A 
curious phenomenon has occurred since 
the study began which has stymied both 
the specialists on the ground and the 
biologist in the lab—clustering. 

“We just can’t figure out why these 
seemingly healthy turkey groups aren’t 
spreading to the surrounding area,” 
Hardin said. “The habitat is there, the 
shelter, food sources. Everything looks 
great, but these turkeys are just not 
moving.”  

One explanation was offered by Dr. 
Comer, who suggested that the turkeys 
“are doing pretty well, but not enough 
pressure is on them to move or expand…

into the clear cut areas during the early 
part of the 20th century and more crucial 
habitats were lost. 

As the population in East Texas grew, 
the wildlife numbers, along with the areas 
that supported them, dwindled. Predators 
were hunted mercilessly, until some, such 
as  the black bears and red wolves were 
eradicated. 

During the Depression years, families 
trying to put food on the table hunted the 
deer and wild turkeys almost to extinction 
in the Pineywoods. It’s estimated that 
about 100 wild turkeys remained in 
East Texas by the 1940s, and only about 
30 square miles of the original 14 to 18 
million acres of old-growth longleaf pine 
forest were still standing.

The longleaf pine forests were perfect 
habitats for the wild turkeys. They had 
fewer trees than the commercial loblolly 
pine plantations we have today, and 
natural disturbances such as fire and 
storms thinned the huge pines, making 
openings in the canopy to allow native 
grasses and other forage plants to gain a 
hold. 
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maybe not enough competition.”  If the 
newly translocated turkeys remain in 
clusters, the dream of seeing the bird in 
a sustainable wide-spread population 
in the Pineywoods will stay just that, a 
dream. The stubborn wild turkey seems 
determined to remain where he is placed 
in East Texas, a fact that both baffles 
and frustrates the people trying to help 
reestablish the bird to its historical range. 

While the experts are working on 
this mystery, landowners interested 
in becoming a part of the wild turkey 
restoration movement can do plenty to 
help the cause. 

Because the East Texas human 
population has exploded in recent 
years, more and more suitable habitat 
is becoming privately owned and 
increasingly fragmented. Eastern Texas 
has already lost over 70 percent of its 
hardwood bottomlands to agriculture and 
reservoir construction. 

Through the efforts of concerned 
citizens and landowners, however, the 
precious bottomlands along the mighty 
Neches River have been saved forming the 
Neches River National Wildlife Refuge. 

In October 2016, the Conservation 
Fund and the Texas A&M Forest Service 
announced the addition of the Bobcat 
Ridge property along the Neches River 
corridor to its conserved lands in this 
critical river area ecology. In Cherokee 
County, this land along the Neches has 
been designated as a priority landscape for 
the future release of birds. In places like 
Bobcat Ridge and Coon Pond, released 
turkeys seem to be holding their own 
and stabilizing, but curiously remaining 
clustered. 

The ultimate fate of the Eastern wild 
turkey in the Pineywoods will lie in the 
hands of the landowners of East Texas. 
Once the birds start to venture into the 
surrounding areas, as the experts hope 
they will, the wild turkey will need room 
to move. Finding suitable habitat will 
become increasingly difficult as both 
agriculture and development expand 
in the face of unprecedented economic 
growth in the area. 

Specialists like Jason Hardin and others 
concerned with the wild turkey restoration 
efforts hope that landowners will consider 

making a place for turkey introduction 
into their management plans. While wild 
turkey placement requires a large amount 
of acreage, the average landowner can 
still be a part of the program, if he enlists 
the cooperation of other like-minded 
landowners around him.

Restoration sites must consist of a 
minimum of 10,000 contiguous usable 
acres of habitat and must demonstrate 
management activities beneficial to 
wild turkeys. Multiple landowners can 
form a cooperative unit, complete with 
a management plan to be considered for 
inclusion in this project.  

Since cow/calf operations and 
timber production are two of the main 
agricultural uses of land in East Texas, 
landowners with this type of usage can 
follow certain practices to make their 
land more attractive to the wild turkey. 
Ranchers can take steps to make their 
often mono-cultured manicured pastures 
and open areas more “turkey friendly.” 

Leaving areas of beggarweed, American 
beautyberry, partridge pea, croton 
(goatweed), blackberry and ragweed when 
shredding can help provide much needed 
forage and nesting areas. Shredding after 
July 1 assures that nesting areas and 
young poults are protected, also leaving 
strips or blocks of pasture undisturbed 
helps provide necessary cover for foraging 
poults and adults. Certain species, 
like blackberry and ragweed must be 
controlled or they can take over and 
become pests, but proper management 
techniques can prevent their spread. 

Timber producers can likewise utilize 
some techniques in their management 
programs to encourage wild turkeys 
to their properties. Timber thinning, a 
practice many already have in place, is 
one of the main ways to improve both the 
stand’s profitability and the wild turkey 
habitat.

Allowing certain ground cover and 
other plants like bracken fern, greenbrier, 
muscadine and winged sumac to grow 
in the opened areas will provide the 
necessary forage for the birds. Yaupon 
is also a favorite of both deer and wild 
turkeys, but because yaupon can be 
aggressive and grow quickly, it must be 
kept to a lower height to be useful to 

wildlife. Trimming it back to less than five 
feet keeps it in the range for deer browsing 
and providing low cover for the turkeys. 

 A program of prescribed well-timed 
burning can also be a way to weed out 
unwanted plants and open up the forests 
floor to new grasses, forbes and other 
growth. Consulting with a local forester 
or TPWD expert can ensure that you 
time your burn to not only be the most 
effective, but protect wildlife and their 
young. Man-made openings in the timber 
stands, like private roads, utility right-of-
ways and thinned rows can also provide 
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much needed forage areas for wild turkeys. 
According to Dr. Comer, predation 

is the number one source of mortality 
in the Pineywoods turkey population. 
More than half of all wild turkey nests 
are lost to predation or abandonment, 
leaving the turkey numbers to either 
dwindle or remain somewhat stable, but 
making growth a rarity. Although the 
usual culprits are thought to be coyotes, 
bobcats and foxes, surprisingly, the 
American crow, opossums and raccoons 
are responsible for most nest predation.

Feral hogs are also a threat to both nests 
and young poults. Controlling predators 
has seen limited success and in some cases, 
such as the coyote and bobcat, leaving 
these larger predators alone helps control 
the more numerous smaller predators 
such as the raccoon and opossum. 

Taking in all of the historical data, the 
more recent failed efforts and the newer 

information we have managed to glean 
from the translocation of the Eastern wild 
turkeys in East Texas, I asked Dr. Comer 
what he believed was the biggest challenge 
facing the wide-spread restoration of wild 
turkeys to this region. 

“I believe we have to get past a certain 
point, maybe a tipping point, where the 
population is growing and moving out 
into other areas,” he said. “Right now, 
they seem to be somewhat stable, but still 
determined to cluster, instead of migrating 
to the surrounding areas, even though the 
habitats are suitable and would sustain 
the birds. The future outlook for the 
Eastern wild turkey in the Pineywoods is 
a difficult question. 

“Looking at our landscape and 
comparing it to other areas in Texas, we 
have the potential to have that kind of 
success—maybe super-stocking will get 
them over the hump—we just don’t know.”  

Jason Hardin, Upland Wild Bird 
Specialist agreed, “It’s a mystery. We are 
trying to figure out. We don’t have the 
answers yet, but we are working hard to 
find them.”    

“The important thing is to be patient,” 
Dr. Comer said. “The East Texas region 
is large and it’s going to take time. Our 
area of the Pineywoods is larger than 
a lot of states. We can’t compare our 
success at this point with other states. 
We need to be patient and let the process 
happen…I believe it will, but it’s going to 
take time.” 

For more information on the efforts 
to restore the Eastern wild turkey to the 
Pineywoods, visit www.nwtf.org or www.
tpwd.texas.gov.


