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  PREFACE




  The wild turkey has woven a mystical, magical web around my life. Because of the gobbling of Meleagris gallopavo, I went to college, missed the Vietnam War, met some of the finest sportsmen in America and have been able to earn a living for my family while enjoying the most fun a man legally can have.




  In preparation for writing this book, I missed only five days of turkey hunting from March 10 through May 31,1991. I hunted with some of the true masters of the sport and added to my knowledge of gobbler chasing.




  Hunting the wild turkey is the ultimate outdoor challenge. Chasing gobblers is similar to the game of chess in hunting, while taking any other kind of game can be compared to a contest of checkers. But I must warn you that the sport of turkey hunting is infectious and can cause a lifetime addiction to the sport. However, you will learn in the last chapter of The Masters’ Secrets of Turkey Hunting from the graybeards, who will tell you that you can hunt turkeys as long as you can walk or have someone carry you into the woods.
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  ABOUT THE AUTHOR




  For more than three decades, John E. Phillips has hunted the wild turkey. He even chose to attend Livingston University in turkey-rich Southwest Alabama to be able to turkey hunt at least four days a week from mid-March until the end of April during his college years until graduation.




  Phillips also has been a student of turkeys and turkey hunting as a parttime taxidermist and an active outdoor writer and photographer for more than 20 years for both newspapers and magazines. Phillips, the author of nine outdoor books including: The Masters’ Secrets of Deer Hunting, Alabama Outdoors Cookbook, How To Make More Profits In Taxidermy, Catch More Crappie, Outdoor Life’s Complete Turkey Hunting, Bass Fishing With The Skeeter Pros, North American Hunting Club’s Turkey Hunting Tactics, Deer & Fixings and Fish and Fixings, has had more than 600 articles published on turkey hunting. An active member of the Outdoor Writers Association of America, the Southeastern Outdoors Press Association, the Alabama Press Association and Outdoors Photographic League, Phillips has won numerous awards for excellence in writing magazine and newspaper articles and outdoor books.




  Phillips feels fortunate to have hunted with some of the greatest turkey hunters of our day, which has made him passionate for the sport. He has taken turkeys with blackpowder rifles and with shotguns. He has hunted the mountains, plains, swamps, forests and croplands of the U.S. Phillips has learned the art of turkey hunting from many hours in the woods and from some of the best hunters in the nation. He brings this knowledge to you in The Masters’ Secrets of Turkey Hunting.




  CHAPTER 1




  LEARNING FROM PhD GOBBLERS




  “How did you learn to turkey hunt?” a friend asked one day.




  “I learned from the masters,” I answered.




  The friend, knowing I had hunted and worked with some of the best turkey hunters of our day, assumed I meant those men.




  But these masters of the sport are only upperclassmen in the school of turkey hunting. The true doctors of turkeydom are the professors who earn the degree, Masters of Turkey Hunting.




  Fred




  Fred, my first teacher, wasn’t a very smart turkey, but I wasn’t a very smart hunter either. I met Fred just off a backwoods road near the Tombigbee River in West/Central Alabama. I was in college at Livingston University at the time where a fraternity of turkey calling and hunting addicts resided.




  Like most fledgling gobbler-chasers, I had heard all the stories of legendary turkeys and the tactics used to bag them. My friends at college snowed me how to call turkeys on a Lynch Jet slate box turkey call I had bought. For weeks, I practiced with the call. When my buddies commented on how the calls I was making were good enough to bring in a tom, I took the Jet and went into the woods to hunt gobblers, without any further instructions.




  Unknown to me, I was following a philosophy taught by one of the gurus of turkey hunting-- Lovett Williams of Gainesville, Florida. In later years, Williams told me his philosophy of turkey hunting was that the best way to learn to hunt turkeys was to buy a call, go into the woods and hunt. Williams explained, “The turkeys will teach you the rest of the sport.”




  Apparently, I luckily had stumbled on the right way to learn to turkey hunt. Walking down an old logging road where I had seen turkeys when I was deer hunting, I decided to sit down and call. I didn’t sit by a tree or build a blind, since I hadn’t learned about the importance of either as yet. I sat down in the middle of the road and started making noises on my slate box.




  After waiting 20 minutes and neither seeing or hearing anything, I got up and started sneaking down the road. When I had gone only 40 yards, I heard something walking. I squatted down. In six heartbeats, I saw a real, live, wild turkey walking straight to the spot from where I had been calling. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Because the turkey was going directly to where I had been, I must have called him to me. But I had gotten up too quickly. I hadn’t given the bird time to come to me. The tom never had gobbled, although I always had heard that turkeys would gobble. This tom walked so straight and erect he reminded me of a friend named Fred.




  Fred, a corporal in R.O.T.C. at my high school, had been proud of his position. He was ever-conscious of his stately, upright posture. I was fascinated by how tall the turkey, Fred, looked coming through the woods. But as I watched, Fred kept getting further away.




  “I’ve got to shoot that bird,” I thought as the bird was at 40-yards, headed straight for my calling position. I took aim and fired at the whole turkey, instead of at his head. Learning to shoot for the head at 30-yards or less would be another lesson for another day.




  When I fired, Fred took to the air. I fired three more times before Fred dropped on the other side of a backwoods slough off the river. Because I thought I heard the turkey across the water, without hesitation, I hit the water. This turkey was my first one, and I meant to capture him if I had to fight tigers or wade water. The frigid, early springtime water moved up to my armpits as I held my gun over my head. Only later did I remember I had forgotten to remove my wallet before I plunged into the water.




  On the other side of the water, I saw a downed tree where I was sure Fred must be. I reloaded and made my assault. Apparently I had guessed right. When I walked into the top of the blown-down tree, Fred ran out the other end and once again took to the air. Although I fired three times, Fred kept gaining altitude. When he was 50 yards away, he lit in a large water oak tree. Probably he was tired of this ground action.
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  In this small head, the gobbler has enough knowledge to defeat most hunters.




  “I’m going to get that turkey,” I told myself. “This fight will be to the finish.”




  Staying behind the downed tree, I belly crawled on my stomach in the mud of the swamp.




  “This is war,” I decided. “Pm in college and smarter than any ole turkey. I can outmaneuver this bird and take him.”




  I had crawled about 20- to 30-yards when I saw Fred getting nervous and fidgeting on the limb.




  “I’ve got to take this 50-yard shot,” I told myself, even though I knew a 50-yard shot with a 2-3/4-inch 12-gauge was risky at best. However, I thought I was well-informed about trajectory, velocity, distance and speed. With my infinite wisdom, a belief held by most college students, I thought I could judge just how high I should shoot over the bird’s head to effect a kill-- even if the pellets did lose velocity and drop during flight.




  I aimed about 18 inches over the tom’s head and squeezed the trigger. The gun exploded, but Fred remained sitting in the tree. Evidently Fred hadn’t pinpointed from where the sound had come and was not leaving the security of the limb until he did.




  [image: ]




  The little Jet slate call was my first turkey call.




  “I held the gun a little high,” I thought.




  I lowered my bead to 12 inches over the turkey’s head and fired again. This time Fred decided he had endured enough of my brilliance and flew off into the pages of turkey hunting history, never to be seen or heard from again.




  I couldn’t believe I hadn’t taken that turkey. I was smarter than him, had more firepower than he did and totally was dedicated to my cause. Besides, I was wet up to my neck and coated in swamp mud. I deserved to take Fred home to dinner. How could I have failed? For weeks, I dreamed about the mistakes I had made.




  On that first turkey hunt, I learned that …




  … turkeys often come in silently in the afternoon.




  … you should sit next to a tree bigger than your shoulders for back cover.




  … 40-yards is too far for a 12-gauge, 2-3/4-inch shell to effectively and consistently take a turkey.




  … a turkey in a tree is home-free. Shooting a turkey off a limb carries a worse social stigma than stealing from the poor.




  … patience takes home more turkeys than brilliance ever will.




  … one hunt is not enough to master the sport of turkey hunting.




  Elmer




  This bird was the chairman of the certifying board from which all gobblers received their PhDs. He was absolutely brilliant--the kind of turkey each of us must hunt before we have our masters’ degrees in turkey hunting conferred on us. Elmer was a legend that had been hunted and shot at by several fine turkey hunters. However, no one could kill the bird.




  A turkey like Elmer is much like the gunfighters of the Old West. Many may challenge them, but only one can defeat each one. A gobbler like Elmer tests the mettle of a gobbler chaser. This type of tom knows who you are, what you want to do and how to avoid you. But if you can take an Elmer, your name will be written in the history of turkey hunting by all those who’ve tried to bag this bird but have failed.




  Elmer was a good gobbling turkey that would gobble from the roost just before daylight to taunt hunters. But at fly-down time, he would become as silent as a church mouse. To hunt a tom like Elmer, I determined I must first do some research to learn all I could about the bird.




  I discovered that most of the hunters who challenged Elmer had used a mouth diaphragm call. I decided to call with a slate or a box--hoping the turkey might work better to those calls since he had heard them less frequently than the mouth diaphragm.




  Because Elmer would answer a call before daylight, I found out that most hunters had called aggressively to him with cuts, cackles and loud yelping early in the morning. I determined to hunt Elmer from 10:00 A.M. until dark using only soft clucks and purrs. I hoped to give the gobbler a call he hadn’t been hearing much at a time of day when he hadn’t been hunted too hard.




  The most popular camo pattern in this area was woodland green, and many of the men who had chased and trained Elmer to dodge hunters had worn this pattern. Although I couldn’t prove my ideas, I believed turkeys that saw the same camouflage frequently might be able to identify it in the woods. I chose to wear a vertical pattern with more brown lines.




  Next, I wanted to know where Elmer fed, strutted and traveled. No one had been able to take Elmer hunting him like a turkey. Perhaps I could find the chink in his armor if I hunted him like a deer. If I learned his daily routine, I should locate a spot in the woods where he felt safe and to which he normally and naturally would come. But that site had to be a place where Elmer never had encountered a hunter. Finally I made the decision not to hunt Elmer more than one week, because a bird like Elmer could be a season-wrecker.




  I hunted Elmer for five days. One morning I saw Elmer. When he was at 30-yards, I put the bead of my shotgun on the white wattles of his neck. Just as my index finger found the trigger, I slid the safety off my gun and slowly applied the slightest pressure to the trigger. However, just before the gun reported, Elmer stepped behind a tree. Then like the ghost of the forest he was, Elmer vanished without a sound.
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  The PhDs of turkeydom wear feathers instead of shirts and beards rather than ties.




  The next day, I went to Elmer’s strutting grounds. I successfully called the turkey to within 50 yards. I watched him strut and drum on a knoll in a hardwood bottom. The tom could see in all directions for 80 yards.




  Even though I was camouflaged perfectly and hadn’t called too much, Elmer would not come to me. Elmer had learned that if a hen was as close as I sounded, he should be able to spot her. If he couldn’t see her, at least she should have been able to see him and move to where he was. Without that visual contact with his hen, Elmer wasn’t budging.




  I scratched in the leaves to simulate a hen’s feeding, and I purred like a contented hen. Elmer still would not leave his strutting ground. Finally, I let the stubborn tom walk off and live to play the game again on another day.




  Although I saw Elmer at some time every day I hunted him, I never did get a shot at that smart bird. But I did learn my lessons well.




  … Take the first, good shot you have at a gobbler. More than likely, he’ll never give you a perfect shot.




  … Have some type of obstruction like a hill or a ridge between you and the turkey, if the gobbler is an old tom. Then when the hen doesn’t come when the turkey gobbles, struts and drums, the bird may move to a spot where he can see her, and you can bag him.




  Some gobblers like Elmer never will be killed by a hunter. These turkeys are quick and smart enough to have earned their PhDs in hunter dodging. In daily combat with all manner of predators, both two-legged and four-legged, these birds have won the prizes and have their doctorates in teaching those who try to master turkey hunting.




  CHAPTER 2




  THE 10 SINS OF TURKEY HUNTING




  With Preston Pittman




  Most turkey hunters defeat themselves in the woods, because they commit sins that spook turkeys. From watching turkeys and turkey hunters most of my life, I’ve learned how to disguise many of these mistakes. You can too. The entire time I’m in the woods, I’m trying to think like a turkey and make the sounds of a turkey.




  Let me emphasize that many of these strategies are tactics I use only on private lands when no other hunters are in the woods. Remember, I’m trying to sound like a turkey. Because these sounds are what other hunters are listening for, if you employ any of these techniques, be very cautious.




  Sin No. 1 - Spooking Turkeys When You Walk




  I try and change the noise I make when I’m walking through the woods from human noises to turkey noises. I want to sound like a hen as she goes about her daily routine. Turkeys take erratic steps and don’t walk with a regular cadence like a hunter does. Usually I take three steps, wait, take one step, wait, and then take four steps when I’m walking in the woods hunting turkeys.




  I also cluck and purr as I walk and scratch in the leaves with a cadence by using my foot. If you’ve ever watched turkeys scratch in leaves, the scratching has a definite rhythm of scratch; scratch, scratch; scratch. The clucking and purring are the contented sounds hens make as they feed.
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  Preston Pittman of Lucedale, Mississippi, has won the world’s Natural Voice Championship more than any other caller. The president of Pittman Game Calls, not only can Preston think like a turkey, move through the woods like a turkey and call like a turkey, but many believe he even looks like a turkey.




  When I come to a dusting site, I pat the ground with my hand or seat cushion to sound as though a turkey is dusting. If I’m walking through an acorn flat, I’ll move much slower like a turkey that’s feeding. If I’m walking through a pine forest, I’ll generally walk somewhat faster.




  Sin No. 2 - Coughing Or Sneezing




  I always carry a deer grunt tube with me into the woods. Then if I cough or sneeze while turkey hunting, I can blow the grunt call to cover the sound of the cough or the sneeze with a deer sound, which often is heard in the woods. Or, I can turn that cough into a drumming sound, if a tom is in close to me. When you’re listening to turkeys, notice you’ll often hear a sound similar to a cough when gobblers drum. If I don’t blow the deer grunt call or make the vrooooom of a drumming sound after I cough, then I immediately give a cluck or two to cover that cough. Never make a human sound around turkeys without covering it with a turkey sound.




  Sin No. 3 - Swatting Mosquitoes or Scratching




  I keep my hands close to my body and move my hand very slowly to the place that needs to be scratched or to the mosquito that must be swatted. I make the swat with two fingers rather than my whole hand. After that, I brush my shirt sleeve against the side of a tree to make a sound similar to what a turkey’s wing sounds like as it walks through the woods and brushes the side of a tree.




  Sin No. 4 - Making A Bad Call




  To hide a bad call, continue to call. Never stop calling when you’ve made a mistake. If you listen to turkey hens, you’ll realize they often call poorly. If you hit a sour note, keep on calling, and then you’ll probably sound just like a hen. The gobbler won’t remember the sour note you hit. But if you stop on that sour note, the tom will think about that last, bad note and possibly be spooked.




  Sin No. 5 - Being Spotted By A Turkey




  If I’m in the woods and a turkey sees me, I stand still and try to resemble a stump. If I’m in an open field, I’ll lie down on the ground and hope I blend in with the dirt.




  If you’re carrying a decoy with you like the lightweight and collapsible Feather Flex decoy, you’ll totally confuse a gobbler that has seen you if you reach into your pack, get that decoy out and slowly and carefully put it in front of where you’re lying. That tom may not know for sure what’s lying in the field, and he certainly won’t understand from where that hen (decoy) has come.




  As I’m putting the decoy up, I start clucking and purring to sound like a hen turkey. I sometimes will tilt the decoy over so she looks like she’s pecking. When the gobbler hears the sound of a hen clucking excitedly and sees her feeding in the middle of the field, I think he forgets all about seeing me and comes to investigate her. If you don’t have a decoy, then lie flat and pray. Be sure to check your state’s regulations on using decoys for turkey hunting.




  A gobbler has a keen sense of curiosity. If he doesn’t know for sure what’s lying in a field, many times he may walk to within 30 yards or less just to see what you are. Then you can take the shot.




  Sin No. 6 - Overcalling




  Usually a hunter doesn’t realize he’s called too much to a bird until the tom stops at 50 to 60 yards and refuses to come any closer. When this happens, wait until the gobbler can’t see you, and then change locations and callers. If you’ve been calling with a mouth diaphragm, use either a slate call or a box call. If you can’t move, wait until the tom walks off. Then make a big circle, attempt to get in front of the turkey, and call to him again.
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  Crawling is a tactic Pittman often uses in the woods when he has to slip up on a turkey.




  Sin No. 7 - Being Caught In A Poor Position




  Often a hunter will roost a turkey in the evening and return to that bird before daylight. When the tom gobbles the first time, the hunter may realize he’s less than 40 yards from the bird and must sit down immediately where he’s standing. A situation like this means you must pull out all the stops and become a turkey hunter rather than merely a turkey caller.
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