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THE LONG-TAIL FOWL, ONAGADORI (PHEONIX)

BILL. PARKINSON

In the 1990, I asked my friend and colleague at the Harvard College Observatory, K. Yoshino, if he knew
the Japanese chicken, called Onagadori, and he replied that they came from an area in Japan near where he
was born. On his next trip to Japan he visited the Center for Onagadori in Kochi to see them. He came back
to report that the Center had birds and was happy to have visitors.

We planned to visit when we both had retired and this November, we traveled with our wives around
Japan for ten days, including a few hours at the Center for Onagaadori at Kochi. This is a small museum
with live birds and many old photos of important visitors. We met three, fine looking ladies, the grandmother,
mother and daughter. We were shown around by the daughter.

The Japanese birds have long tail feathers because they do not lose (molt) these feathers. The feathers
grow about. 20inches per year so birds can grow tail feathers 6 feet to 25 feet long. The record is 14.75 yards.

(The American version called the Pheonix chicken molts its tail feathers every year so they are never longer
than about 24 inches.)

At about 6 months old the cock birds are taken off the ground, and raised singly, in tall narrow boxes about
6 feet tall, 2 feet wide and 1 foot deep. These boxes have been used for at least 150 years. The bird roosts on
a perch in the top of the box where it can easily reach food and water, and see out through wooden slats. The
tail are draped over a hook or rod so that the feathers are well away from the body and off the floor. The birds
are taken out for cleaning and exercise each day.

We were told that the birds are only allowed to breed in the first year. Only about 6 eggs are laid each year,
with only one success in 70 eggs last year. (My Pheonix hens lay two or three eggs per year and I could most
of these to new chicks.)

The cock bird T was allowed to handle at the center was the color we would eall silver in the U.S. There are

‘gold” ones too. He seemed a little lighter in the weight than my birds but very similar except for the tail
that was at least six to seven feet long. The only hens we saw were two taxidermy specimens and they
appeared to be larger than my Pheonix hens.

We were also shown a one year old beautiful white Onagadori cock. His tail was about 24 inches long and
he had very yellow legs and feet. Interestingly, we had heard no sounds in the building, i.e. no crowing, until
this white bird was out of his box and then crowing started from many of the 10 boxes in the room. The
crowing sounded ‘normal’ to me except it lasted longer in the middle with a sort of whinny ending.

We were told that it took tens of generations to produce the white bird. During the war years (1932—1947) ,
most of the birds were lost and at the end, the Ministry of Education found that only 3 white males, 6
females and 2 mixed females survived.

My personal view is that the Center for Onagadori is a unique and important collection and could use
some support, some additional staff and perhaps some modern breeding methods. I asked the women
showing us around candling eggs and asked if artificial insemination (AI) was ever tried and she replied that
she had heard of both but never tried either. Al is very successful with poultry and with some breeds of
pheasant where are few breeding pairs or where few eggs are laid each year.
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