
C. E. Couvillion, W. A. MasIin, and R. M. Montgomery, College of Veterinary Medicine, Mississippi State University,
Mississippi State, Mississippi 39762, USA

122

Multiple Feather Follicle Cysts in a Wild Turkey

Journal of Wildlife Diseases, 26(1), 1990, pp. 122-124
© Wildlife Disease Association 1990

ABSTRACT: A hunter-killed wild turkey (Mele-
agris gallopavo silvestris) was submitted for ex-
amination because of numerous 2 to 30 mm
diameter, yellowish, hard nodules in the skin.

The nodules were confined to the skin and did

not involve subcutaneous tissues. Nodules con-

sisted of dilated feather follicles packed with a

caseous tan to pale yellow material. Histologi-
cally, affected feather follicles were markedly

dilated and filled with laminated keratin debris.
The lesions were determined to be multiple
feather follicle cysts of unknown etiology.
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A wild turkey (Meleagris gallopavo syl-

vestris) hen that was killed by a hunter on

a private club (Catfish Point Hunting Club,

Bolivar County , M ississippi (33#{176}50’N,

91#{176}00’W) was submitted to the Diagnostic

Laboratory at the College of Veterinary

Medicine (Mississippi State University,

Mississippi State, Mississippi 39762, USA)

because of the presence of multiple skin

lesions. The bird was in good physical con-

dition as determined by adequate muscle

masses and the presence of internal and

external fat deposits. There were no gross

internal lesions. Externally, there were nu-

merous 2 to 30 mm diameter, yellowish,

hard nodules (Fig. 1). The nodules were

circular or irregularly shaped and involved

the skin but not the subcutaneous tissues.

Remnants of feather shafts protruded from

the nodules. Some of the nodules were cov-

ered by excoriated necrotic skin and were

filled with layers of tan to pale yellow ca-

seous material. The nodules were distrib-

uted in the skin over most of the body

except for the head, neck and legs. On the

dorsum of the wings, nodules were dis-

tributed in a bilaterally symmetrical pat-

tern and involved follicles of the primary

feathers and the skin over both humeri.

On the back, nodules were restricted to

the midline from the base of the neck to

the uropygial gland. Ventrally, lesions were

scattered randomly over the breast (Fig.

1) but were bilaterally symmetrical on the

underside of the wings. The skin lesions

did not have any apparent physical effect

on the bird.

Sections of lesions and other tissues were

preserved in neutral buffered forma!in,

processed by standard methods, and stained

with hematoxylin and eosin. Scrapings of

skin lesions were taken for examination

for parasites. Attempts to isolate viruses

were done by inoculating ground nodules

into specific-pathogen-free embryonated

chicken eggs via the chorioa!lantoic mem-

brane or chorioallantoic sac routes or in

chicken embryo kidney cells.

All sections of skin lesions that were

examined microscopically had similar

changes characterized by marked dilation

of feather follicles that were filled with

laminated keratin debris (Fig. 2). Some-

times the stroma surrounding affected

feather follicles was thickened with gran-

ulation tissue that was infiltrated by het-

erophils, lymphocytes, plasma cells, and

macrophages. Histologic sections of liver,

spleen, kidney, lung, heart, ovary, intes-

tine, pancreas and brain were not remark-

able. Parasites were not seen in scrapings

of skin lesions. Virus isolation attempts were

negative. No attempts were made to isolate

bacteria or fungi, but neither was associ-

ated with the affected feather follicles on

histopatho!ogic examination. Gross and

microscopic lesions were consistent with a

diagnosis of multiple feather follicle cysts.

Feather follicle cysts have been de-

scribed primarily in pet birds such as ca-

naries, parakeets, and macaws (Altman,

1969; Harrison et a!., 1986; Choudary,

1986). According to Olszewski (1987), cysts

develop when young growing feathers be-

come curled over in their follicles so that



FIGURE 1. Multiple feather follicle cysts on breast

of wild turkey.
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the feather sheath fails to erupt. Affected

follicles may coalesce and produce cysts

containing abortive sheaths, keratin, and

sebaceous gland secretions (Olszewski,

1987). The condition is thought to be he-

reditary in pet birds, especially canaries

and canary hybrids (Altman, 1969; Har-

rison, 1986; O!szewski, 1987); however

cysts from primary or secondary feathers

on the wings may also be secondary to

trauma (Harrison, 1986). Some cystic skin

conditions of inbred canaries have been

classified as neoplasms analogous to benign

hair follicle tumors in dogs (Whee!don and

Culbertson, 1982). However, the cysts in

this turkey probably were simple dilata-

tions of pre-existing feather follicles with-

out differentiation toward complex epi-

thelial structures. Feather follicle cysts

previously have not been described from

wild turkeys or related birds. Other cases

of feather fo!!ic!e cysts have not been re-

ported from this area in spite of regular

and intensive harvest of wild turkeys dur-

ing the past 15 yr.

FIGURE 2. Lower portion of a feather follicle dis-

tended with keratin debris (H&E). Bar = 500 gm.
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