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    To Midge March Madness, my flock-flushing English setter:

    sweet-hearted upland renegade, companion in the autumn

    turkey woods, and bunkmate on the road. It would have

    been so much less without her.

  


  
    FOREWORD
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    In the spring of ’05, my wife Julie and I killed the Grand Slam as a couple. We did four states, including Iowa twice, tagged an even dozen longbeards, and piled up hours upon hours of missed sack time. From March 8 to May 16, I lost 17 pounds. . . . Sleep deprivation, an unholy amount of walking, and meals consisting solely of Atomic Fire Balls, Gatorade, and generic cereal bars—that’s the life-sustaining part!—will do that to a body.

    And I loved every minute of it. In fact, there were times when I had no tag, and I couldn’t convince anyone, even strangers, to be my gunman. So I went out, gunless and tagless, just to listen. Just to hear that gobble one more time. Let me tell you, it was absolutely awesome.

    Now, I’m not telling you this to brag. Honestly, I’m not. I’m saying it all simply . . . well, simply to say that I’ve got this thing about turkeys. About turkey hunting. About being there, right in the middle of it, when that old gobbler breaks his nightlong silence and announces to the world that he, without question, is the boss of everything around him. Yes, sir. Just writing it puts a knot in my throat and starts me thinking that I’m moving around too much.

    That’s spring. But there’s another turkey time, for lack of a better phrase, that doesn’t get near the attention or the recognition it should. That’s fall, and while I’m a huge fan of busting flocks of hens with their long-legged, tag-along jakes and jennies—you see, folks, I like eating ’em as much as I like hunting ’em—the months of September, October, and into winter . . . well, that’s Steve Hickoff’s time of year.

    Hickoff’s a brother in arms, a journalistic misfit from whom, I think, I was separated at birth. A twin-sons-of-different-mothers sort of thing, and I certainly do send my apologies to Misters Fogelberg and Weisberg for borrowing their line. But song lyrics aren’t the point here; the point here is Steve Hickoff and turkeys.

    Once a month during the fall, the phone will ring. “We had a great hunt in Vermont,” the voice will say. “Midge did a fine job. Found two flocks; busted ‘em both. Buddy killed one on the call-back, and then we did it again.” It’s Hickoff, and he’s talking like an eight-year-old who knows damn well that he’s going to the playground and not to the dentist. He’s on a roll; I (surprisingly enough, just ask my wife) don’t interrupt. This is all too good. Eventually he slows, but not until I’ve lived each break and each bird and every opportunity, filled or missed. It’s refreshing in this age of “Hey, what did he score?” whitetails, that to Steve, the kill doesn’t matter. In fact, the fall of the hammer is actually anticlimactic, for the man would rather spend more time describing Midge’s performance or the turkeys she flushed or the painter’s palette that is the autumn countryside and—Heaven help me for saying this—the one that got away. I like that about him . . . but I like the fact, too, that he likes to eat ‘em as much as I do.

    This isn’t Steve’s first full-length work, but it’s his finest. Why? Because the information and the stories contained within all come straight from the field. The result of hardcore, firsthand experience presented by a guy who lives these very words on a daily basis each and every fall. But more important, this material—and I feel almost ashamed for trivializing it so—comes straight from the heart. All handed to you, dear reader, by a man with a passion for the sights and the colors and the sounds—and let’s not forget the dogs!—that make fall turkey hunting the incredible outdoor experience it is.

    So come on along—it’s going to be one hell of a ride. I can guarantee that. I just hope I can get some sleep along the way, and that Hickoff brought something other than those damn cereal bars.


    —M. D. Johnson

  


  
    

    PREFACE

    [image: ]

    Thanksgiving falls in November for a reason. Unlike any previous title, this book will provide the modern wild turkey enthusiast with a user’s guide for scouting, hunting, and thinking about this great American gamebird in autumn and winter. Most modern turkey hunting books only emphasize the spring season—an annual activity I also enjoy on hunts around the country. If fall and winter turkey hunting is mentioned at all, the coverage is cursory at best, and at times, almost apologetic. My effort here will complement such existing works by adding a comprehensive second-season perspective dealing with the unique autumn through winter phase of our tradition.

    Antlered game dominates the attention of many between Labor Day and the Christmas holiday, then into the New Year. The outdoor industry reflects this in their advertising and marketing push. Antlers rule. This focus is reflected in many publications where my work appears. Praise the editor who lets this fall and winter turkey writer have his say in those places, wedged between the whitetail, elk, and moose narratives, and for those who assign fall and winter pieces for the turkey magazines. I don’t fault anyone for having a different quarry in mind once the maple leaves blush red and flurries fall. Like other turkey addicts, though, I can’t help myself, and desire no remedy other than more time in the woods with the birds. It’s my hope that both veterans and newcomers alike will read this work, and finally see why some of us are year-round turkey hunters.

    This turkey book is a collection of philosophical hunting how-to, where-to, and why-to. In the chapters that follow, I’ll try to characterize the pursuit’s traditional roots, the joys of pre-season scouting, and the necessity of securing permission to hunt. Hunters speak the language of these big birds. As a result, material here will also discuss the fall and winter turkey’s vocabulary, how to listen better to hear these birds, and how to replicate those calls with manmade devices. Locating fall and winter roosts, identifying changing flock composition, and hunting fall and winter gobblers are detailed here, plus my reflections on the turkey dogging tradition, a practice I enjoy each autumn. You’ll find plenty of strategies earned over decades of hunting, including sidebars of additional information within individual sections. Additionally, some of the material on firearms, ammunition, and archery tackle will benefit all turkey hunters, fall, winter, or spring. Some thoughts on shooting, safety, hunting where-to, and the future of our enthusiasm conclude this book, along with an appendix of recommended reading and product-related contact information.

    Think of it as my own lengthy monologue on the fall and winter turkey woods. It’s up to you, finally, to experience your own personal story. Get out there whenever you can.
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    Wild turkey enthusiasts are members of an extended family, and I’m glad to have met every one of you. Turkey hunters—who also happen to edit national magazines and assign articles on the subject—deserve appreciative mention. There have been many, including Gene Smith, Brian Lovett, Gerry Bethge, Doug Howlett, and Jim Schlender to name a handful. Thanks go out to all of them, including the good folks at Stack-pole Books, especially Judith Schnell and Don Gulbrandsen, who took initial interest in this project, then sustained it. Keep in touch. I like the work.


    M. D. Johnson, who wrote the foreword, Jim Casada, who provided the encomium, and John Hafner, for his photographic contributions, all have my gratitude. John and J. T. Byrne, Ernie Calandrelli, Pete and Sherry Clare, Dodd Clifton, Ray Eye, and Gary Sefton have shared memorable hunts over the years. After decades of writing, the entire list of outdoor-industry professionals to whom I’m indebted reads like a Pro-Bowl roster.

    The National Wild Turkey Federation (NWTF) also deserves mention for its ongoing pro-hunting conservation endeavor, and educational projects regarding this great gamebird. If you aren’t a member, consider it. Rob Keck, and others at this organization, have my appreciation.

    This hunting fraternity also includes good friends and acquaintances afflicted with a passion for this gamebird. Thanks especially to turkey buds Marc Brown, Paul Carlton, and Lawrence Pyne, and to the many turkey hunters and landholders who share their property: folks like John and Donna Parker in Kentucky, members of the Unionville Sportsman’s Club in Missouri, Kevin Evans, and Rodney Brazie in New York State.

    None of this would be possible without my family, of course. My father, who first took me turkey hunting in the early 1970s, provided the early example. Later my brothers Dave and Ron shared hunts as well, while our mother encouraged us to cook everything we brought home. All the gun dogs I’ve ever gone afield with arouse deep and thoughtful reflections every day. Outside of spring turkey hunting when I go it alone, they make autumn and winter upland days better for me.

    Finally, my loving wife and daughter give me free rein to turkey hunt around the country, far more than any husband or daddy should be permitted. To Elizabeth and Cora, all my love. My better half once left a note after my pre-dawn departure hours before, a scribbled countertop message that read: “Good morning—I didn’t even hear you get up (or hear the coffee maker). If you got a turkey, call me. If you didn’t get a turkey, call me, and then nap. If you got a buck, call Fish & Game and turn yourself in.”

    I still haven’t bothered much with the deer, not even in the off-season. Turkeys are just too damn appealing.

  


  
    

    INTRODUCTION
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    The Thanksgiving Bird

    At least superficially, the American wild turkey needs no introduction. Still, at times, this upland bird remains a pleasant mystery.

    While the uninitiated might ask if your wild Thanksgiving table fare tastes gamy—preferring store-bought farm birds with handy pop-up timers—and though some children’s book illustrators might depict strutting adult gobblers without beards, non-hunters can at least identify what they’re seeing—even at 65 mph as they pass a dark wad of big birds on farmland.

    This handbook is for the person who feels the leaf-whispering pull of the painted October woods. It’s for the veteran autumn enthusiast who seeks to fuel annual off-season anticipation before the hunt begins. It’s for the sportsman who thrills at the booming gobble of a spring tom during the mating season, but who wants to extend that exhilarating feeling. Fall and winter turkey hunts sustain in many ways.

    For some, the freewheeling spring gobbler phase may have meant hunting early on in March, as I have in states like Florida and Alabama. After this, April may have included visiting Texas for Rio Grande turkeys, or a Midwestern state or two, such as Iowa or Missouri where some of my biggest longbeards have been tagged, or out West where Merriam’s turkeys roost. In the Northeast, hunting continues well into May, tags providing. I’ve taken a New England gobbler as late as Memorial Day. Maine’s recent spring season didn’t close until the first week of June, long after folks down in Lone Star State hill country sought shade after their hunts ended.

    Then it’s over, abruptly. Withdrawal symptoms kick in big-time, despite the fact you are sleeping regularly now, and speaking human language more often than wild turkey—or at least trying to.

    That’s when my thoughts immediately turn toward fall, with a steady interest in watching for those first flocks to appear in the form of a brood hen leading her charges along in grassy areas where they bug for protein-rich insects. Those who have never heard the word “bug” used as a verb should know that this activity is sustained for months on end, as fuzzy poults grow into juvenile birds the size of the brood hen. Autumn is coming, and they instinctively know it as the days shorten. You do too.

    As turkey season arrives—sometimes first as an archery-only option, technically in late summer—those who have watched flocks throughout the barbecue months now feel the pull of game time. You want to be out there where the action is.

    As mentioned, some states only permit archery tackle, where you’ll experience the true meaning of catch and release (turkeys called into range, and missed with the stick and string), as I have during New Hampshire’s autumn bow season, which starts in September and ends in December. Ironically, failing to close the deal on a legal bird prolongs the enjoyment. Firearm seasons arrive elsewhere soon enough, often in October, when you’ll decide either to fill a tag on a bird-of-the-year—called into range after a flock break—or whether to up the stakes and hold out for a mature longbeard.

    Despite what you’ve read elsewhere, you’ll hear fall birds gobble, and even see some strut as they sort out the morning’s pecking order. You’ll marvel at the vast array of calls autumn wild turkeys can make, because at no other time will you hear such a range of wonderful racket in the woods, from birds-of-the-year to adult hens and gobblers. You may pattern flocks as an archer does deer, and set up to score. You may utilize a dog to find and flush flocks in states like Virginia or New York where it’s legal, and then conceal that canine companion in the blind as you call scattered turkeys back into shotgun range. You may even use a rifle while ghosting along in places like Pennsylvania’s hardwood ridge tops, where I first turkey hunted as a teenager in the early 1970s.

    As the first snowflakes begin to fall, you’ll savor the declining daylight, enjoy your woodstove fires, and recall autumn turkey hunts more than once to patient, tolerant spouses. You’ll want to hold on to the fine memories, and if blessed by your efforts, you’ll celebrate Thanksgiving dinner with a wild bird on the table. Gamy tasting? Not at all. Wild turkey is delicious. Chances are you’ll even hunt turkeys after this annual holiday, as seasons run into the New Year. Fine meals extend your hunting.

    No matter how long you hunt this grand quarry, you keep coming back for more: scouting, watching, hunting, talking about, and celebrating the bird on your holiday supper table. Fall and winter turkey hunting has a rich historical tradition.
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    CHAPTER 1
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    The Tradition,

    Then and Now

    At first there were no rules, and now there are many. Modern hunting seasons rightly insist on fair chase, where the quarry has a better chance of winning than you do. Regulated spring, fall, and winter seasons ensure the steady growth and stability of turkey populations. Resource conservation demands it in the face of habitat loss and shifting cultural viewpoints. Thanks to attentive management and the bird’s marvelous adaptability, wild flocks thrive. The classic age of American wild turkey hunting is now.

    In recent history, management regulations have provided the basis for hunters to pursue their chosen quarry, with expanding options as flock numbers grow. While some might choose to only chase spring gobblers, opting to target antlered game in the fall, serious turkey enthusiasts—and even those who casually dabble with it—find autumn and winter hunting uniquely challenging.

    When Europeans first arrived in North America, they encountered abundant wild turkey flocks, and as a result market hunting flourished— for a while, that is. Unfortunately this unregulated pursuit yielded diminished returns, as wild turkey populations inevitably dwindled. Habitat from the East to Midwest was plowed and cleared. Many areas no longer sustained flocks. Over-harvesting this resource would later teach the modern wildlife manager a lesson, albeit delayed. Effective management strategies wouldn’t emerge until well into the twentieth century. Even then such efforts ranged from ineffective and experimental (stocked game-farm birds) to substantially viable (the trap-and-transfer of wild turkeys later released into appropriate habitats).

    Modern sensibilities have changed profoundly since John James Audubon (1785–1851) wrote on the subject. An avid hunter, naturalist, and painter of birds—though his version of the turkey gobbler is mysteriously sub-par—his travel writing depicted the early nineteenth-century North American range succumbing to development pressure. A brief glimpse into his journals illustrates the frequent taking of any wild thing, including turkeys, on an unregulated, as-desired basis, either baited by grain or by other surefire methods.

    It’s clear that resources were perceived as unlimited. Any strategy of securing wild turkeys was acceptable, the notion of fair chase had yet to evolve, and market hunting absorbed the numbers. Wildlife management had yet to assert a sense of scientific principles, game laws were liberal at best, and restoration efforts were far off. Times change. Out of this relentless pursuit of North American turkey flocks emerged seasons, limits, law enforcement, and appropriate sporting tactics for taking this grand gamebird.

    Other writers reflected this change, too. During the twentieth century, classics such as Edward A. McIlhenny’s 1914 work The Wild Turkey and Its Hunting (writing composed initially by Charles L. Jordan, who met with an untimely death before its publication—shot by a poacher in 1909), and Henry E. Davis’s The American Wild Turkey (1949) characterized the emergent tactics and hunting strategies based on respect for the quarry and evolving sportsmanlike methods. Editor Jim Casada’s collection, America’s Greatest Game Bird: Archibald Rutledge’s Turkey-Hunting Tales, recaptures this time period. The fall and winter hunting tradition is ever-present in these works.

    Such traditions can be geographically specific, of course. For example, records show that my native Pennsylvania made spring hunting illegal in 1873 (until that point even spring hens incubating eggs were free for the killing), closing turkey season from the New Year through October first. Then, and even nearly a century later when I first hunted Keystone State turkeys, the prevailing notion was that calling spring birds into range was easier due to the mating season, and arguable or not, that fall hunting was the true challenge. (For those of us who hunt both seasons nowadays, this assertion surely depends on the particular turkey we’re dealing with at the moment.)

    The rich tradition of American call making flourished during the early to mid-twentieth century, and calling turkeys was indeed perfectly legal in many places—even as turkey numbers continued to decline in some parts of our country. Names like Jordan, Turpin, and Gibson are part of call making history, among others. Many of our modern manufactured calls are modeled after their original examples.
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    Classic books such as McIlhenny/Jordan’s The Wild Turkey and Its Hunting and Henry E. Davis’s The American Wild Turkey reflect the fall and winter turkey-hunting tradition.

    Elsewhere, chance encounters using woodsmanship to find autumn turkeys was the prevailing tactic in places like Pennsylvania, where calling turkeys was deemed illegal in 1923. Their fall season was also pushed to November 1, and sunrise-to-sunset hours were set in place to end nighttime roost shooting. Turkey populations were also sustained during this time by the mountainous, difficult-to-hunt geography. Decades later, calling Keystone State turkeys was again legalized.

    By the 1940s, Alabama call maker M. L. Lynch began traveling to market his now-famous box calls to interested parties. In fact, my father purchased one in the mid-1950s at the downtown Emporium, Pennsylvania, gas station where the road-tripping Lynch sold calls out of his pickup truck. Rich with personal meaning and turkey hunting history, the box call (one of the last of the Mike Lynch-decorated versions) sits nearby behind glass as I type this. It’s interesting to note that in Lynch’s time, turkey hunting was only permitted in fifteen states, as opposed to a generous forty-nine now in the spring and forty-three states in the fall and/or winter.
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    Once outlawed in some states, calling devices are now acceptable everywhere wild turkeys are hunted. Pictured here, Quaker Boy’s late Wayne Gendron, a box-call specialist.

    Calling devices are now acceptable everywhere wild turkeys are hunted—spring, fall, and winter. We’d be hard-pressed to find a turkey hunter without many calls among his personal possessions. Some of us have hundreds. In fact, a blended combination of calling tactics and savvy woodsmanship—first initiated long ago by Native Americans using wingbone callers—is largely viewed as the modern sporting way to take a wild turkey. It took awhile, but we got it right.

    By 1968, spring hunting was legalized in Pennsylvania—a testament to rebounding turkey populations—though still viewed warily by some old-timers, as I remember. My dad recently noted that in the first few years of his spring turkey hunting in the late 1960s and early 1970s, it still felt like he was breaking the law. That’s changed, too, as we’ve come to understand biology and viable management strategies. Nowadays, lo -cation depending, we can opt to hunt spring gobblers while protecting nesting hens. In fall and winter, we can also target either-sex turkeys— both juveniles and adults—during a time when they’ve never been more abundant. Both traditions flourish. It’s all turkey hunting.
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    By the early 1900s, the wild turkey was facing the same extinction that had eliminated the passenger pigeon. Today—thanks to sound game management—there are wild turkeys in forty-nine states (only Alaska has none), including parts of Canada, Mexico, and even Europe.

    JOHN HAFNER PHOTO

    States differ in their application of strategies, as the appreciation for hunting fall and winter birds varies from location to location. Some Pennsylvania ridge-runners still spot-and-shoot their fall turkey in likely autumn habitats with a rifle, using a combination of woodsmanship and marksmanship. Florida allows hunting for bearded birds only during this time. More than twenty states permit hunters to use dogs to find and flush flocks before setting up and then call those birds back to the blind. Some have liberal archery-only seasons that last for many months. Some limit it to specific zones or counties. Some, like Texas, offer a range of bow, firearms, and youth seasons on fall and winter turkeys. Several modern holdouts like Georgia and South Carolina have no autumn option, emphasizing spring gobbler management, while Indiana offered its first modern fall season in 2005. Options evolve as I write.

    As a result, this handbook will cover the wide-ranging approaches and management perspectives inherent to this rich, ever-changing heritage. In the end, wild turkey flocks need ongoing attention to successfully offer varied, annual seasons. This balance is struck by noting harvest statistics (either real or estimated), hatch assessment, appropriate strategies, plus limited seasons and tags offered for the taking of birds. It’s a fluid philosophy that affords spring, fall, and winter opportunities around our country as turkey numbers grow. There’s something for everybody, and you can virtually hunt turkeys somewhere every month of the year but July and August. Things are looking pretty good these days for wild turkeys and hunters alike.

    How good? According to the National Wild Turkey Federation (NWTF), there were just 1.3 million wild turkeys during the organization’s founding year in 1973. Some 1.5 million sportsmen considered themselves turkey hunters back then. We’ve come a long way, friends. As of this writing, the NWTF—a pro-hunting, management-savvy organization with 525,000 members in fifty states and a dozen foreign countries— indicates seven million wild turkeys are available for roughly three million turkey hunters. Such good news makes for opportunity in the turkey woods fall, winter, and spring, location depending.

    To hunt them, though, you first have to find them.

    
      SOME WILD TURKEY FACTS

      • By the early 1900s, the wild turkey was facing the same extinction that had eliminated the passenger pigeon. Today, thanks to sound game management, there are wild turkeys in forty-nine states (only Alaska has none), including parts of Canada, Mexico, and even Europe.


      • Wild turkeys are extremely adaptable. When challenged, some Texas ranch Rio Grande turkeys will sleep on windmills and fences, while Eastern birds in urban areas have been seen loafing conveniently atop telephone poles and garage rooftops. Even sightings in NYC’s Central Park have been documented.


      • On average, wild turkeys live two to three years, but records indicate some banded birds have lasted as long as ten to twelve years.


      • Some wild gobblers and hens exhibit the same smoky-gray to red-plumage color mutations as their domesticated cousins.


      • A dominant spring gobbler is polygynous, meaning he breeds with as many hens as he can, without any future role in raising the hatched young through summer and into fall. The brood hen does that.

    

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 2

    [image: ]

    [image: ]

    


     

    [image: ]

    Scouting Specifics

    Scouting turkeys is a priority. Watching wild turkeys can be both an ongoing pleasure and a prac tical means of finding flocks when the season opens again. While some hunters may just scout right before opening day, regular study of turkey flocks not only yields better results, but also sustains interest year-round. During the season, scouting can help you make necessary adjustments when situations change.


    THE BIRDS YOU HUNT

    Turkeys roost and roam in a variety of locations across the United States. Subspecies include the Eastern, Osceola, Rio Grande, and Merriam’s wild turkey, plus the Gould’s and Ocellated south of the U.S. border (though Arizona also has a small Gould’s population).

    The Eastern subspecies of wild turkey lives in more than half of this geographical region, from Maine to Minnesota, Maryland to Missouri, and throughout the southern states, including small pockets in eastern Texas and the Plains states. Even Washington’s Pacific Coast region now holds Easterns, as do areas of southern Canada along the U.S. border. This subspecies thrives in hardwood forests north to south. They favor agricultural landscapes with pastures and grassy glades near forested hills. There are often streams and creeks nearby, and roosting cover might accompany that running water. As long as food sources are available, fall and winter flocks are likely in the same locations you find birds in the springtime.

    The Osceola, or Florida wild turkey, lives south of the panhandle. Hardwood hammocks near cypress swamps provide roosting cover in this peninsula region. Pinewoods, creek bottoms, open fields, and pastureland flanking wooded areas offer additional habitat. Expect to find murky water, biting bugs, poisonous snakes, and toothsome gators in Osceola haunts. The Sunshine State is the only home to this subspecies. Though challenged by human development, public and private hunting opportunities still exist in central and southern Florida. Cattle ranches, if you can access permission there, often hold birds.
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    Scouting turkeys is a priority. Here, Kevin Evans glasses October fields for upstate New York fall flocks.

    The Rio Grande subspecies thrives primarily in Texas and Oklahoma, while trap-and-transfer and subsequent flock growth of these birds has created populations in Kansas, Colorado, Utah, Nevada, California, Oregon, Washington, and elsewhere. Hawaii’s turkeys are also Rio Grandes. Roosting cover—either natural in the form of live oaks, or manmade such as powerline structures—hold birds. Big Lone Star State ranches, which offer pay-as-you-go turkey hunting, hold large numbers of Rios.

    The Merriam’s wild turkey yelps and gobbles over a variety of habitats. This nomadic subspecies is found in coniferous hills and mountains of the West, river bottoms, canyon flats, and in semiarid desert cover. De -pending on their location, Merriam’s favor ponderosa pine roosts and cottonwoods. As with other subspecies, nearby water sources are required. Montana, Idaho, Wyoming, South Dakota, Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona have good populations. As subspecies go, Merriam’s flocks travel widely between roosting trees to feeding zones and are often highly visible at a distance.

    Finally, hybrid forms of the wild turkey inhabit North Dakota, Nebraska, Kansas, and Oklahoma, plus parts of Oregon and Utah. The Gould’s subspecies is found over the Mexican border (and in extreme southern Arizona), where it roosts in scrub oaks and big pines in semiarid mountainous ranges. The exotic Ocellated wild turkey, a bit on the outside range of this writer’s personal radar, inhabits the Yucatan Peninsula. In the end, though, they’re all turkeys, and that’s what we like to hunt.


    TURKEYS THROUGH THE SEASONS

    In all honesty, I am as interested in encountering hens during the spring hunt as chasing vocal gobblers with a tag still left in my wallet. A female turkey whose aggressive territorial dominance you challenge with your own bold hen yelping might pull a strutting tom into gun or bow range as it waddles on in behind her. That same hen might nest nearby and lay a clutch of eggs later on. This is where an autumn flock will likely linger come late September and beyond.

    It’s all connected. As days subtly begin to draw shorter toward autumn, what you saw back in spring reveals itself. You spot a flock for the first time near a nesting site. You see that the gobbler you couldn’t kill in spring is still alive come fall. It’s a mystery rivaling anything popular culture might dish out. For the year-round wild turkey hunter, there’s never any quitting involved. The seasons are seamless: sometimes you carry a gun or bow, sometimes you don’t. But you’re always thinking about turkeys.

    Before their young hatch, the nesting hens’ home range is obviously limited. I’ve seen them ground nesting in relatively sparse cover near busy back roads or deep in the shadowy woods. Not surprisingly, I regularly find hens where I’ve hunted spring gobblers a month or two before. On such chance occasions, I’ve watched them out of the corner of my eye as I’ve passed by, trying not to indicate they’ve been seen. Often the bird will hold tight and remain on her nest. Other times the brood hen will wait until she thinks she’s been spotted, then suddenly flee—either on foot or by taking wing. If I unintentionally bump her in this dramatic manner, I stay out of her territory until a sufficient amount of time has passed, and I know the birds have likely hatched and are roosting in trees. One sighting is enough for now.

    During this time, I periodically watch for the first appearance of brood hens with their newly hatched young. Depending on the location and particular nesting turkey, I’ve seen poults first appear as early as the ongoing spring season while chasing May gobblers, and even mid to late summer with certain delayed hatches. I’ve simultaneously spotted family flocks in an area where the juveniles in one group are twice as large as the young birds in another. Some are pheasant-sized. Some rival quail.

    Again, you should be cautious about putting too much pressure on nesting hens or recently hatched broods. Still, it doesn’t hurt to get an early sense of the potential hatch in the areas you hunt. Time will reveal much more.

    While some may speak in generalized terms of the hatch being comprehensively early or late, dismissively bad or overly good, in truth hatching poults—emerging from eggs in the laying order, biology tells us—hatch over a broad window of time. Once started, an entire clutch hatches in several days. Anyone who goes outdoors regularly looking for turkeys will note this. This is why some ragged-feathered, pimple-spurred jakes with cigar-stub beards might be taken a year later during the following spring, while other juvenile males tagged then have nearly full fans, five bearded inches on their chests, and peaked but not-quite-pointed spurs. Early hatch. Late hatch. That’s the difference.

    Avoid oversimplifying your perspective related to the number of turkeys hatched that spring and summer. Stay positive. Chances are you haven’t even come close to seeing them all.

    Midsummer is the time period that some turkey hunters puzzle over. Will the recent weather, maybe a prolonged spring rain with chilling cold, affect the hatch? Do you have reason to worry about not seeing evidence of local birds? The only way to know is to get out there and poke around. You simply cannot completely understand what’s going on in the woods by watching from the road. Steering-wheel speculation is initially limited in scope, though increasingly rewarding as flocks begin to appear in fields as autumn approaches. It’s easier to spot young birds as they grow.

    On a casual basis, you can rise early and go for a daybreak hike in the area you might plan to hunt that fall. Binoculars in hand, you can note when and where you encounter a summer brood bobbing along like wind-up toys behind the mama hen. As veteran turkey hunters know, these birds need food, water, and sheltering roosts to get along in the wild. Food sources shift seasonally and can be identified as you scout. For newly hatched broods, bugging in woodlots, fields, or along edge cover is common. The hen leads them there, and there the poults learn to fend for themselves under her example, hunting insects the way she does. Escape cover usually isn’t far away.

    Later, identifying the flock’s seasonal food needs will also come in handy, as these shift from summer into autumn and winter. Water needs, also provided by moisture in the insects they consume, and the need for overnight roosting cover are also important.

    Again, chances are turkeys have hatched, even if you haven’t found them yet. Those flocks may be keeping to the cooler woods instead of hitting the sun-bright fields. Keep at your scouting, and avoid any generalized perspectives based on how many or how few turkeys you’ve found—at least until August or September when some flocks should be more visible.

    In my summertime and early fall scouting experience, Eastern summer family flocks can have home ranges consisting of a small woodlot to a thousand acres or more, especially if ridge tops, hillsides, river bottoms, dairy farms, and agricultural areas converge. Florida’s Osceolas navigate piney woods, pastures, and creek bottoms paired with cypress swamps (where they often roost), and cover similar ground. Merriam’s wild turkeys in mountainous Western habitats and Rio Grande flocks in Texas can have even more expansive home ranges. All subspecies keep on the move, as young turkeys are voracious and grow fast.

    Landscape features can dictate how the brood hen maneuvers her charges, but invariably they move daily to find food. Poults can fly at ten days or so, and if you happen to encounter birds that don’t, they’ve just been hatched. Those that alight in trees or low-lying bushes on the flush have been around a little while. At two weeks, they begin roosting in trees.

    They gain size fast, these broods, and time in the wild sharpens their wariness. I’ve been almost perversely pleased in the past when a family flock I patterned suddenly changes its routine in late summer, maybe owing to a shift in food sources or some other unknown factor. It’s then that finding sign in the form of tracks, droppings, dusting areas, molted feathers, and scratchings becomes important. Focusing on these details allows the fall turkey hunter to analyze the situation and piece the puzzle together as autumn approaches, when you start counting calendar days until the season opener.


    TURKEY SIGN

    A casual observer might think that a person scouting for turkey sign has lost something on the ground, but really he’s trying to decode the mystery left behind by invisible birds that once moved through that area.

    Tracks: Of all the ground-sign clues available, tracks are fairly common and are sometimes widely distributed given the landscape. Study the ground in places that might bear evidence: funnels from roosts to fields, muddy pasture edges, roadbeds, fence lines where birds travel, and so on. You might just find one track, but that’s a start. Look around in the general area and you might note several more. Areas where birds feed often reveal their footprints. Check out water sources and any place you find mud, sand, or bare ground.

    [image: ]

    Mature gobblers leave big tracks.
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    Family flock tracks in dried mud.

    In Florida, Osceola footprints might be tattooed along a sandy pasture rim adjacent to a cypress swamp. In Texas, you might note Rio Grande turkey tracks near a water source or broadcast feeder. Game trails might hold them most everywhere. Later on, well into winter, it might be a recent snow that tells the story for the Merriam’s and Eastern subspecies.

    Adult turkey toes are several inches long and point forward with the exception of the short hind toe, which balances this big bird. Mixed track sizes suggest a family group. Mature gobblers, and so-called “super jakes” (male turkeys born the spring of the previous year), leave big-footed examples as they roam alone or together in all-male groups in summer, fall, and into winter. You might also find tracks that indicate a solitary broodless hen or a group of female turkeys.

    Study the tracks. Are they fresh? Old? Big? Small? Gobbler tracks are larger than hen tracks. Autumn juvenile turkeys have smaller track sizes based on age, and some late-hatch flocks reflect this.

    As a traveling observer of these tracks, I’ve noted that Florida turkeys have slightly smaller footprints than those of other subspecies, and that some Pennsylvania and Wyoming mountain turkeys have thicker toes. Young turkeys have slender toe tracks when compared to those of adult birds. Instinctively, veteran turkey chasers can tell the difference, and if in doubt, finding a turkey track is almost as good as sexing birds. A turkey is a turkey is a turkey. One might mean more are nearby. Again, instinct and experience will combine to tell you what you are seeing.

    [image: ]

    Turkey dropping on an October maple leaf.

    A reader of one of my magazine articles once e-mailed me a question related to the average distance between the stepping footprints of a walking gobbler (I kid you not). He wanted to know the step length of a calmly walking tom as opposed to one that was running. His goal was to cover his truck with turkey track decals, one for each bird he’d harvested. His plan was to have those tracks walk all over his truck. He aimed for authenticity. It’s either a blessing or a curse, but I had the answer.

    I told him that when walking unhurried, wild turkeys—both gobblers and hens—make tracks roughly one foot apart. When running, I told him, turkeys stride about two feet or more. He said he’d send a photo of the truck, but I haven’t seen it yet—though I still wonder how many turkey kills it would take to cover a pickup. In the end, if the tracks are twelve inches or so apart, the turkey that made them was walking. If the stride is bigger, it was definitely running from something—maybe you—or to something, possibly other turkeys.
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