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The birds most frequently used for such decorative items 
include the following: 
 

Å Chicken (Gallus gallus var. domesticus) ɀ ancestral 
form is the Red Junglefowl (Gallus gallus) 

ÅGrey Junglefowl (Gallus sonneratii) ɀ CITES II 
Å Turkey (Meleagris gallopavo)  
Å Indian Peafowl (Pavo cristatus) 
Å Ring-necked Pheasant (Phasianus colchicus) 
ÅGolden Pheasant (Chrysolophus pictus) 
Å Lady Amherst Pheasant (Chrysolophus amherstiae) 
Å2ÅÅÖÅȭÓ 0ÈÅÁÓÁÎÔ ɉSyrmaticus reevesii) 
Å Silver Pheasant (Lophura nycthemera) 
Å Helmeted Guineafowl (Numida meleagris) 
Å Vulturine Guineafowl (Acryllium vulturinum) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In addition, there are protected pheasant species whose 
feathers are infrequent in trade, but which are of interest 
because of their protected status and/or possible confusion 
with more common species.  These include the following.     
For a complete list of protected pheasants and related birds, 
see p. 83. 

 

ÅOcellated Turky (Meleagris ocellata) ɀ CITES III 
(Guatemala) 

Å The tragopans (Tragopan) ɀ some CITES I and ESA 
Å The monals (Lophophorus) ɀ CITES I and some ESA 
Å The eared-pheasants (Crossoptilon) ɀ some CITES II 

and ESA 
Å%ÌÌÉÏÔȭÓ ɉSyrmaticus elliotiɊȟ -ÒÓȢ (ÕÍÅȭÓ ɉS. humiae), 

and Mikado (S. mikado) Pheasants ɀ CITES I and ESA 
Å The peacock-pheasants (Polyplectron) ɀ CITES I and II; 

one species ESA 
ÅGreat Argus (Argusianus argus) ɀ CITES II 
ÅGreen Peafowl (Pavo muticus) ɀ CITES II 

2 

ID Guide to Decorative Feathers 

Feathers are used to decorate many commercial items such 
as earrings and other jewelry, hair ornaments, carnival 
masks, and fishing flies. The colorful body feathers and tail 
plumes of chickens, turkeys, pheasants, guineafowl, and 
related birds are the most common of these commercial 
ȰÄÅÃÏÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÆÅÁÔÈÅÒÓȟȱ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ )$ 'ÕÉÄÅȢ   
 

Familiarity with the feathers of pheasants and related birds 
will allow law enforcement officers to recognize the legal 
use of non-protected bird feathers and avoid unnecessary 
seizures. 

None of the pheasant species important in the feather trade 
is native to North America, and only one, Grey Junglefowl, is 
listed under CITES. The native North American Wild Turkey 
is categorized as a non-migratory gamebird and is thus not 
listed under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act.  
 

Note that feather use in cultural objects such as Native 
American headdresses or Amazon Indian feather crowns is 
not covered here, although some commercial feather 
products are modeled on traditional designs.   

Introduction 



Chickens :     pp. 4-10 
Grey Junglefowl :   p. 11 
Turkeys :  pp. 12-19 
Ring-necked Pheasant:   pp. 20-26  
Lady Amherst Pheasant :   pp. 28-30 
Golden Pheasant:   pp. 31-33 
2ÅÅÖÅȭÓ 0ÈÅÁÓÁÎÔ:    pp. 35-36 
%ÌÌÉÏÔȭÓ 0ÈÅÁÓÁÎÔȡ   p. 37 
-ÒÓȢ (ÕÍÅȭÓ 0ÈÅÁÓÁÎÔȡ   p. 38 
Mikado Pheasant:   p. 39 
Silver Pheasant :   pp. 40-44 
Eared-pheasants:   pp. 45-46 
Cheer Pheasant: p. 47 
Tragopans:    pp. 48-51 
Blood Pheasant: p. 52 
Monals:    pp. 53-56 
Peacock-Pheasants:   pp. 57-61 
Great Argus:    pp. 62-65 
Crested Argus: p. 66 
Peafowl :    pp. 67-73 
Guineafowl :    pp. 74-79 
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ID Guide to Decorative Feathers 

This ID Guide illustrates an assortment of feathers from the species listed below.  Birds noted in boldface are the most 
important in the decorative feather trade, and examples of commercial products using their feathers are presented. 

Distinguishing turkey & peafowl feathers from eagle:  pp. 80-81 
Websites for poultry and pheasant identification:         p. 82 
List of protected pheasants and related birds:                p. 83 
Exercises in decorative feather identification:                pp. 84-87 
Acknowledgements:                        p. 88 

Table of Contents 

Note:  Many male pheasants exhibit different feather 
patterns and colors on different parts of the body, and an 
attempt has been made to illustrate the range of types for 
each species.  Most female pheasants have drab brown 
plumage, and their feathers are not commonly used in 
decorative objects.  Thus, the feathers illustrated in this 
ID Guide are from male birds, unless otherwise noted.   



Domestic chickens are descended from the 
wild Red Junglefowl of India, and some 
ÂÒÅÅÄÓ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔ Ȱ×ÉÌÄ-ÔÙÐÅȱ ÐÌÕÍÁÇÅȢ  )Î 
addition, selection for traits desired by 
humans has produced an amazing variety 
of plumage types among domestic chickens.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The following pages illustrate a few of 
these varieties, along with scans of tail 
plumes and body feathers.  While the 
diversity of chicken plumage can make 
their feathers difficult to recognize, these 
feather shape and texture characters may 
be helpful: 
 
Å &ÌÏÐÐÙ ÏÒ ȰÌÁØȱ ÓÈÁÆÔÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÉÌ 

feathers, which are often strongly 
curved 

Å Dark glossy green color of many tail 
feathers 

Å Body feathers with a tapered shape, 
often with a loose fringe around the tip; 
this is particularly characteristic of the 
elongated hackle feathers on the neck 

Å Black and white barring is a common 
pattern (as in Barred Rock) 

Å Reddish brown or rusty red is a 
common color (as in Rhode Island Red) 
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Domestic Chicken (Gallus gallus var. domesticus) 

Ȱ×ÉÌÄ-ÔÙÐÅȱ ÄÏÍÅÓÔÉÃ ÃÈÉÃËÅÎ 



Silver-Penciled Hamburg 

Rhode Island Red 

Bearded Silver Polish 

White-faced Black Spanish 

Dominique 

Buff Leghorn 

Faverolles 

SOURCE: 
 http://www.ansi.okstate.edu/breeds/poultry/chickens 
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Tail of domestic rooster; 
similar to Red Junglefowl type 

Red Junglefowl  
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Domestic Rooster 

Note the floppy shape of the tail 
feathers and the characteristic pointed 
shape and loose fringes of the hackles 
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Tail feathers 

Hackles 



Ȱ#ÁÐÅÓȱ ɉÎÅÃË ÁÎÄ ÕÐÐÅÒ ÂÁÃË ÆÅÁÔÈÅÒÓɊ ÏÆ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÃÈÉÃËÅÎ ÖÁÒÉÅÔÉÅÓȟ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÄȟ 
buff, and barred types.  This is a typical form in which chicken feathers are sold 
for fly-tying and other decorative uses. 
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An assortment of domestic chicken body feathers 
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Decorative uses  
of chicken 
feathers 

10 

ID Guide to Decorative Feathers 



Grey Junglefowl 
(Gallus sonneratii) 

The strikingly patterned neck feathers of this 
species are much used in fishing flies and other 
objects.  Grey Junglefowl are CITES II-listed, but 
are commonly raised on gamefarms. 

4ÈÅ ȰÃÁÐÅȱ ÓËÉÎ ÏÆ Á ÍÁÌÅ 'ÒÅÙ *ÕÎÇÌÅÆÏ×ÌȢ 
This is the form in which the feathers are 
commonly offered for sale. 11 
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Turkey 
(Meleagris gallopavo) 

The Wild Turkey is native to North America (though, as an 
upland gamebird, it is not listed under the Migratory Bird 
Treaty Act).  Many varieties of domestic turkey have been 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÆÅÁÔÈÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÂÏÔÈ Ȱ×ÉÌÄ-ÔÙÐÅȱ ÁÎÄ ÄÏÍÅÓÔÉÃ 
turkeys are widely used in decorative items.   
 

Turkey body feathers can often be recognized by their fan-
shaped or squared tips.  In addition, many turkey feathers 
have a band of blackish or bronzy iridescence near the tip.   
 

White domestic turkey feathers (including wing and tail  
feathers) are often dyed and used in a variety of decorative 
items.  Large white or unpatterned dyed (naturally white) 
feathers in commercial items are likely to be domestic turkey. 
See pp. 80-81 for tips on distinguishing these large flight 
feathers from the similar-sized feathers of eagles. 
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Domestic Turkey  
Breeds 

13 
Bourbon Red 

Royal  
Palm 

Narragansett White 
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Male Wild Turkey  
wing feathers 
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Male Wild Turkey 
tail feathers 
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Wild Turkey  
body feathers 
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The colors and patterns of turkey body feathers 
vary depending on position (e.g., breast vs. 
back).  Despite this, turkey feathers are usually 
easily recognized by their squared-off or fan-
shaped tips, and their black or iridescent 
(coppery to bronzy-green) subterminal bands.    
 

)Î ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎȟ ÎÏÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÁÐÐÁÒÅÎÔ ÇÁÐȟ ÏÒ Ȱ×ÉÎÄÏ×ȱ 
that may be present along the shaft in the lower 
fluffy part of turkey body feathers.  This is 
characteristic of large gamebird body feathers 
(e.g., turkey, peafowl, large chicken), but is not 
seen in other groups of birds, such as raptors. 

ID Guide to Decorative Feathers 



Domestic Turkey  
body feathers 
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Royal Palm 

White 
The body feathers of white domestic 
turkeys ɀ often dyed bright colors ɀ are 
commonly used in decorative items.   
 

One use of turkey under-feathers is for 
ȰÍÁÒÁÂÏÕȟȱ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÄÅ ÁÓ 
fluffy feather material employed in 
trimmings and items such as feather boas.   
4ÈÉÓ ȰÍÁÒÁÂÏÕȱ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ 
confused with the feathers of the Marabou 
Stork (Leptoptilos crumeniferus), a CITES-
listed species from Africa.   
 

&ÏÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ ȰÍÁÒÁÂÏÕȟȱ ÓÅÅȡ   
http://www.lab.fws.gov/idnotes/MarabouIDGuide.pdf  
 

ID Guide to Decorative Feathers 

http://www.lab.fws.gov/idnotes/MarabouIDGuide.pdf
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Decorative uses  
of turkey  
feathers 

Note: red-dyed spotted  
feathers are guineafowl 
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Ocellated Turkey 
(Meleagris ocellata) 

19 

The Ocellated Turkey is the only other turkey 
species.  It is found in Guatemala (where it is CITES 
III -listed), Belize, and the Yucatan region of Mexico.  
The body feathers have even more green and copper 
iridescence than Wild Turkey, and the naked blue 
head with colorful warts is distinctive. There is also 
more white in the wing feathers.   
 

Ocellated Turkeys are rare in captivity, and the 
feathers are rarely, if ever, seen in commercial trade. 
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Ring-necked Pheasant 
(Phasianus colchicus) 

The feathers of Ring-necked Pheasants rival those of domestic chickens 
and turkeys in popularity for decorative uses.  The species, also known as 
Common Pheasant, has been widely introduced in North America and 
elsewhere, and is very commonly raised on game farms. 
 

The natural range of Ring-necked Pheasants stretches from the Black Sea 
to Taiwan and Japan, and there are many recognized subspecies across 
this vast area.  These differ in plumage details (many races, for example, 
lack the white neck ring), but all share prominent red facial skin, erectile 
ear-tufts, and long slender barred tails.  The Green (or Japanese) 
Pheasant, established on Hawaii, is sometimes considered a separate 
species, P. versicolor. 
 

The plumage of the male Ring-necked Pheasant is complex, with each 
body region exhibiting a different pattern.  Learn these diverse feather 
types  and you will be able to confirm many decorative items as legal.   
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Ȱ'ÒÅÅÎ 0ÈÅÁÓÁÎÔȱ 

Ȱ'ÒÅÅÎ 0ÈÅÁÓÁÎÔȱ 



Male 
Ring-necked 

Pheasant 
  

An assortment of male body feathers 
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