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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
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Blue Grouse: Dendragapus obscurus

Coniferous forest edges and open slopes along ridge tops of the mountains are usual blue grouse country.
Many Utahns who have hiked in such areas, especially within the northern Wasatch Range, have most likely
unexpectedly flushed one or a group of these relatively large, three and a half pound forest grouse.  With a
loud whir of flapping wings, when startled, they will often take flight downhill through the forest.  At
other times they will dart upwards, in a flash, into a nearby tree and perch motionless in an attempt to
conceal their presence.  Although their dark grayish-blue, ash mottled feathers render them barely
distinguishable amid the shadows of the forest, younger birds will sometimes remain foolishly still,
secure in their disguise, despite being discovered.  It is this particular habit that has earned the
blue grouse its common nickname of  “fool hen.”  Other names by which blue grouse are
known include pine hen, dusky grouse and gray grouse.

Still distributed throughout most of their historic range across much of the west, blue grouse
can be found within most mountainous areas of the state.  Open stands of conifer or aspen with
an understory of brush are their preferred habitat.  Here, in the summer, they feed on a variety
of seeds, leaves, berries of shrubs and insects.  In the fall, they make an unusual reverse altitudinal
migration, and work their way higher up the mountainsides to overwinter, instead of descending into
the foothills or valleys as do other montane species.  Here, their menu consists primarily of the needles,
buds and pollen cones of the spruce and fir trees (especially Douglas fir) found at these higher elevations.

After the snow melts in spring, the blue grouse return downslope to partake in their annual breeding activities.  Males
begin to establish a territory, usually where there is a combination of fairly heavy cover for escape and areas of open
vegetation for displaying.  A clearing alongside a stream may be the place where a male chooses to woo his mate.
Strutting with light-tipped, fan-shaped tail erect and drooping wings, the male inflates two large reddish or yellow air
sacs on the sides of his up-stretched neck, spreading and exposing white rosettes of feathers that encircle each.
Swollen comb-like fiery wattles, crest above his eyes as he bows low in view of his waiting mate.  And a series of
five to seven deep booming owl-like hoots emanate into the forest as he deflates his air sacs, expelling the air from
within.

After mating, the hen is left to nest and raise her brood of seven to ten young solely on her own.  For her nest, she
constructs a shallow scrape on the ground in a sheltered spot.  In the fall when the young birds are grown, they
disperse, beginning their first upward trek to the dense conifers that will make up their winter home.

The white-tailed ptarmigan is truly an alpine species, residing year round in the high mountains above timberline.  It
ranges from southern Alaska south to northern New Mexico, and along the west coast south to Washington State.  In
Utah, white-tailed ptarmigan are not known to be native.  They were first introduced by the Utah Division of Wildlife
Resources into the Uinta Mountains in 1976, where they now are generally found at elevations above 10,000 feet.
Willow buds and twigs make up the predominant food for them during the winter.  In summer, leaves, flowers and
bulbs of a few forbs and some insects supplement their diet to a limited extent.

The white-tailed ptarmigan is the only species of ptarmigan that breeds in the continental United States.  During the
breeding season in May, monogamous pairs form after a brief courtship.  By mid-June, nests, consisting of a shallow
depression lined with grasses, lichens and feathers, are built.  Nests are especially well camouflaged and are extremely

difficult for people to find.  An average of four to seven eggs are laid.  As hens incubate the eggs, the males
maintain a watchful vigil.  Downy, olive to rusty brown-colored chicks hatch after 22 days.  Although the
chicks are aggressively protected by both parents, mortality can be as high as 50 percent.  Predators include
coyotes, foxes, weasels and a range of raptors.

As winter again approaches, flocks of about 20 ptarmigan begin banding together.  As nights get colder
and the snow deepens, they burrow beneath the snow and roost.  Here, they stay quite comfy; their body

temperature and insulating property of the snow raise the temperature inside their snowy shelters by as
much as 60 degrees above that of the outside world!
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White-tailed Ptarmigan: Lagopus leucurus

It was while skiing on a high alpine slope one spring in Colorado that I first saw, or barely saw, a white-tailed
ptarmigan.  Descending the steep slope, only slightly still covered with snow, I saw something moving near an
exposed cluster of boulders.  Its color matched its surroundings so well, only the slight movement revealed it
against the patchy snow.  The bird made no attempt to flee, confident in its camouflaged attire, somehow knowing
it was quite difficult to see.  Here, on the “top of the world,” is where white-tailed ptarmigan live out their lives.

Masters of disguise, white-tailed ptarmigan, a type of grouse, molt their feathers twice a year, changing color patterns
to blend in with the seasonally changing landscape of the alpine tundra.  In spring, the feathers covering their head,
back and breast are a mottled brownish-black color with pale yellow undertones.  Their wings, tails and
undersides remain white.  In winter they become as white as a snowdrift save for their shiny black

bills, eyes and claws. Their feet, feathered for warmth, leave star-shaped
tracks in the snow wherever they go.

The white tail feathers of the white-tailed ptarmigan serve to distinguish it
from the two other species of ptarmigan in North America, the willow
ptarmigan and the rock ptarmigan.  It is also the smallest of the three
species, measuring a foot or so in length and weighing between 12 and 15
ounces.  Their name, ptarmigan, comes from a Gaelic word “tarmachan”

which means mountaineer or white game.  Ptarmigan, sometimes called
“snow quail,” are the only birds in the world that turn white in winter.

California Quail: Callipepla californica

California quail are highly social, delightfully vocal, pleasingly handsome and especially welcomed birds.  The state
bird of California, these medium-sized (9 ½ to 11 inches) quail are readily recognized by their unique and attractive
plumage pattern and the jaunty, black, comma-shaped, forward drooping plume or topknot they sport atop their heads.
In the males, a distinct white headband contrasts with a buffy forehead and a chocolate-brown patch on the head.
Another white band on the neck outlines a black throat and a chestnut patch adorns the belly.  Both sexes have clear
bluish gray chests that grade downward to buff, beautiful, scale-like markings on their undersides and tawny-brown
feathers on their wings and back, though females overall are browner and more subdued.

California quail are thought to have originally ranged only along the west coast from southern Oregon into Baja
California.  Today, as a result of introductions dating back to as early as 1862, they are found north to southern British
Columbia and inland across the breadth of the Great Basin.  They are also found outside North America, having been
successfully introduced into Chile, Hawaii, New Zealand, Australia and Germany.  In Utah, they were first introduced
in 1869, when 14 pairs were released in the vicinity of Fort Douglas in Salt Lake County.  Subsequent releases,
trapping and transplanting, and dispersion have established them in many parts of the state, with some of the largest
populations existing within city neighborhoods and parks where cover, food and water are abundant.

California quail are especially lively and social birds.  During most of the year they forage, roost and loaf in flocks or
groups called coveys.  Only during the breeding season, which begins around late April, do coveys break apart and
pairs begin nesting.  Coveys reassemble in early fall.  In Utah, California quail inhabit brushy areas adjacent to culti-
vated lands, particularly along streams.  Good habitat includes broken terrain with a close intermingling of open areas
next to protective cover.  As far as diet, California quail are basically vegetarians feeding mainly on seeds, leaves,

flowers and berries from grasses, shrubs and trees. Only two percent of their diet includes insects.  They usually
forage on the ground, scratching and pecking the ground for seeds, and jumping for flowers and buds.

A covey of California quail can be quite a talkative group.  When foraging, dusting, or moving from one
location to another they maintain auditory contact by continually uttering an ut-ut-ut clucking call.  If the

covey becomes scattered, they sound a loud, scolding cu-CA-cow assembly call  (sounds like Chicago) to
help them regroup.  When danger is sensed, a rapid pit-pit alarm call is given.  As an added measure of

protection against surprise attacks, the covey usually relies on an adult male to serve as a sentinel who
surveys the scene from a high vantage point.  When extreme danger is sighted, a kurr call, resem-

bling air being blown rapidly out between one’s teeth, alerts the covey.  What ensues is a sudden
scoot of quail through the underbrush, or a burst of quail into a nearby tree, depending on

whether the source of the threat is aerial or terrestrial!  If you haven’t had the good fortune of
watching these enjoyable quail, look for them when you get a chance.
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