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  I dedicate this book to our country’s brave men and women in uniform, past, present, and future.

  I would like to thank America’s warriors for their service to our great country, for without these great American heroes’ tremendous sacrifice, this book and the many freedoms we enjoy today just would not be possible.

  God bless our troops, and God bless America.

  Ray Eye
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  About the Author

  What others in the hunting industry say about Ray Eye

  Major League Baseball has greats such as Babe Ruth, Mickey Mantle, and Harmon Killebrew. The NFL has standouts such as Vince Lombardi, Fran Tarkenton, and Joe Montana. And what would NASCAR be without Dale Earnhardt or Richard Petty?

  Each and every sport produces those special icons whose names withstand the test of time and become synonymous with the sport itself. And those names belong to people who’ve dedicated their lives to the betterment of themselves and their sport and, most often unintentionally, touched the lives of thousands of people along the way. Turkey hunting has Ray Eye.
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  Mr. Turkey, Ray Eye, and Peanut.

  Born in St. Louis, Missouri, in the early 1950s, Eye entered the world of turkey hunting when neighbors were tight-lipped and books or magazines on the subject were scarce. Ray had to learn his hunting know-how the hard way—in the turkey woods.

  Eye credits much of his early turkey hunting success to his grandfather. In his book, Practical Turkey Hunting Strategies, Eye states, “A little later, he [Grandpa] gave me what became my most prized possession—my own turkey call. Grandpa had made it by hand, using a piece of slate from the chalkboard at on old one-room schoolhouse. For a striker he’d cut a piece of cedar from a fence post and fit it in the bottom of a hollowed-out corncob.”

  Eye’s grandfather gave him the roots he needed to begin growing into a full-blown turkey hunting fanatic, and he has grown to the point where many claim he has reached legendary status.

  Humble Beginnings

  Ray Eye was born the son of an auto body man, along with five brothers and one sister. The Eye family was steeped in turkey hunting tradition from the beginning. Eye’s grandparents owned a farm in the Missouri Ozarks and as Eye states, “I didn’t graduate from a college, but I earned a degree in Turkeyology from Johnson Mountain University in the Missouri Ozarks!”

  That degree has served him well during his climb to the top of the turkey hunting totem pole, but Eye has paid plenty of dues along the way.

  Eye’s first job in the outdoor industry came by working a promotions gig in a new Wal-Mart store in 1977 selling his turkey calls—the original corncob slate and several mouth calls—under the name of his new call company, Ozark Mountain Turkey Calls.

  Eye also guided turkey hunters for pay from 1978 to 1986, and began giving seminars at sporting goods stores, high schools, and colleges. He would trade turkey calls for gas and meals while he traveled from place to place—telltale signs of an up-and-coming turkeyholic. During this same time, Eye was heavily involved in competition calling—taking first-place honors at many local or regional contests and several national and world calling titles. A career highlight includes winning the Levi Garrett All-American Open turkey calling championship and NWTF Grand National Championship, Owl Hooting Division.

  Eye then began working for H. S. Strut in 1986, building mouth calls. When asked how many mouth calls he’s personally made, Eye smiled and said, “Over the years, I’ve made hundreds of thousands of mouth calls.” When asked how many turkeys he’s killed, he smiled even bigger and simply said, “A lot.”

  Today, Eye works harder than ever; still learning about turkey hunting while giving back to the sport that has given him so much. He spent the past eleven years educating hunters on his outdoor radio show, has presented and spoken at countless national seminars and major sports shows, he works closely with several conservation groups, organizes media hunts, hosts a national television show, belongs to the pro staff of several outdoor companies, is an outdoor writer, a professional TV cameraman, a field producer, pro staff member for H. S. Strut, and the list goes on and on.

  But through it all, Eye has remained close to the roots of turkey hunting and has continued to live the lessons about hunting and the importance of family that his grandfather instilled in him many years ago.

  What Ray’s Friends Say

  It’s obvious that Ray’s family continues to come first, and that he gives much more than he takes, in every aspect of his life. But as Theodore Roosevelt once said, “You can tell a lot about the character of a man by what his friends say about him when he’s not listening.”

  So, what do fellow hunters say about Ray Eye when he’s not listening?

  “I’ve known Ray for more than thirty-two years. Because Ray hunts them in spring and fall, all of his hard-hunting experience is what really makes him knowledgeable. Ray knows how to hunt turkeys.

  “Plus, he’s a great teacher. He comes across easy, understands people, and can relate well to anyone—young or old.

  “I bet there isn’t a turkey in the woods that can humble Ray Eye. He’s the real deal.”

  —Harold Knight, outdoor personality and founder of Knight & Hale Game Calls

  “Every time I see Ray he has a big smile on his face. We shake hands and actually give each other a hug. Ray is the kind of guy you are going to have fun with, no matter what.

  “Ray has hunted enough to know when you have to be aggressive or back off and have patience. He knows when to call and where the turkey might be headed so he can cut him off.

  “The best thing about Ray is that he’s able to promote the sport he loves in a fun, positive, and safe way, whether talking to kids or seasoned veterans. He’s been instrumental in keeping the sport of hunting alive. I’m proud to call Ray Eye my friend.”

  —Ernie Calandrelli, director of PR for Quaker Boy and expert hunter

  “Ray is a good public promoter of the wild turkey and turkey hunting because he’s friendly to everyone he meets. He’s upbeat, likes having fun, and that makes people feel comfortable around him.

  “Ray Eye still has one of the most realistic hen yelps I’ve ever heard. Back when Ray was calling in turkey calling competitions in the 1970s and 1980s, I was fortunate to be running in the same circles, and we had some great times. When I was finally lucky enough to win a qualifier to my first Grand Nationals, Ray was as excited as I was … he had been there and done that. He came to me and told me that if I was going to be competitive, I was going to have to make a few changes to my calling style. He made sure I had the right calls and equipment and helped teach me the ropes along the way.

  “I will never forget that and will always be thankful to him. The only sad thing about this is the fact that after all these years in the outdoor industry, we’ve only been able to hunt turkeys together one time … that has got to change. Thanks again, Ray!”

  —Walter Parrott, outdoor TV personality and champion turkey caller

  “I’ve known Ray Eye for probably more than thirty years, and have hunted with him in such diverse locales as New York, Hawaii, Missouri, and Wyoming. I’m proud to call Ray Eye (I call him RayJay, he calls me JayRay—long story—“You can call me Ray, you can call me Jay…”) my friend. I’ve got two things to say about RayJay.

  “First, I know Ray has hunted all over the planet, with a bazillion different people—from celebrities to regular, run-of-the-mill folks. And there’s no question that Ray Eye is one of the best, most innovative turkey hunters ever. But what’s cool about Ray, and what I respect him for, is the fact that he treats everyone the same, no matter who you are, or what you do for a living. Ray puts on no airs, has no ego, and doesn’t expect you to have one either; when you’re hunting, you’re hunting, period, let’s do it right, let’s get the job done, let’s have some fun while we’re doing it. And when the hunt is over, then it’s time to wind down, shoot the bull, have some good food somewhere, simply relax, and probably watch some turkey hunting videos. And that brings me to my second observation….

  “If you’ve ever hunted with Ray Eye, you know that he has an obsession with clowns. Walk through the woods in the early morning with Ray, and he’s likely to stop and point his green light at some jelly beans that have mysteriously appeared on the trail. ‘Clown sign,’ he‘ll say quietly. Or maybe you’ll see a clown footprint in the dirt. ‘It’s clown mating season,’ he’ll whisper in a hushed voice. ‘Move slowly—they can be dangerous now.’

  “Once, Ray told me that he was hunting with a father and teenage son. The son, it seems, didn’t believe Ray when he said they were in clown country and had to be careful. The next morning, Ray put on his favorite clown mask—a macabre-looking thing—and got to the ground blind ahead of the teenager, whom he had told to just meet him in the woods. When the boy came through the woods in the dark, just before daylight, he carefully opened the blind flaps and eased into the tent. ‘I’ve been waiting for you,’ Ray whispered into his ear, while shining a light to his clown face. Rays laughs hard when telling that story. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone move out of a tent so fast in my life!’

  “The stories go on. Imagine going to the beach in Hawaii, after a morning hunt, and turning around to see that Ray is wearing not only his bathing suit but his clown mask on the beach! There are many more.

  “It’s all about enjoying life when it comes to Ray Eye. He loves to hunt turkeys, loves to spend time with people—and it shows, which is why it’s so much fun to hunt with him, and which is why it’s an honor to call him a friend.”

  —Jay Cassell, Editorial Director, Skyhorse Publishing.

  “It’s hard to describe Ray because he’s multifaceted. On the surface he’s a modern-day mountain man. I honestly believe you could drop Ray off about anywhere in the world with only a pocket knife, come back a week later, and he would have an animal hanging in the nearest tree with a fire going and would be no worse for the experience. Leave him alone for two weeks and he’d probably have a log cabin built as well.

  “While his woodsman skills are legendary, there is another side to Ray that few see. One year I was at one of the last of his spring outdoor writers’ events. When everyone left, Ray finally had a chance to relax. Being hunted to death for the last two months, he decided to stay in on my final afternoon. I figured he was going to catch up on some much-needed sleep so I went fishing.

  “When I returned at nightfall, the cabin smelled wonderful. Not only did Ray make an awesome steak, but he had made a homemade peach pie that afternoon. He delivered it to the table wearing a white chef’s apron—it was quite a sight!

  “Yes, Ray is an expert caller. But to kill a turkey, it takes more than just sounding good. Ray spends way more time in the field than anyone else I know, learning all he can about the turkeys that live there. By spending a ton of time scouting, both pre- and post-season, Ray has a good idea where he can find birds on any given day.”

  —Mike Schoby, book author and editor of Petersen’s Hunting magazine

  What Others Say

  “Within the hunting world, Ray Eye is a national treasure. He doesn’t just call turkeys, he talks to them. Ray Eye is the turkey whisperer.

  “Not only is Ray Eye the name most associated with turkey hunting and consistently killing turkeys, he has become one of the premier professional cameramen of all time.

  “Eye’s archive of film footage rivals that of National Geographic, and his expert woodsmanship, along with national-championship calling skills put him at the top of his profession. If I didn’t know better, I would swear his DNA is pure wild turkey.

  “As a professional outdoor communicator, I have had the opportunity to hunt with many “name” hunting personalities during hunting industry media hunts all across America.

  “I’m not taking anything away from any of them, but in the turkey hunting World Series, bottom of the ninth, two outs and two strikes, or the final seconds of the Super Bowl and down by one touchdown, Ray Eye is the man you bet on to kill a turkey, when no one else can.”

  —Bobby Whitehead, Editor/Publisher, Outdoor Guide Magazine, St. Louis/Southern Illinois Labor Tribune

  “I am very fortunate to spend a lot of time with Ray Eye, and to have the opportunity to see the real Ray Eye, and he is the real deal. His passion for the outdoors and his love for helping young hunters with their first deer or turkey are off the charts.

  “I also have an opportunity to review raw video footage from his hunts, and it is always incredible. You will not see better anywhere, and his still camera photos are a work of art. Put this all together—his seminars, this book, his magazine articles, and his DVDs—and what you have is nothing more than the confessions of a wild turkey serial killer.

  “Ray has hunted throughout America, across Canada and Mexico, and in extremely wild areas of Africa. You’ll enjoy his teaching style as he helps walk you through a wild journey of his tactics and information for turkey hunting, with wit, humor, and his incredible storytelling.

  “He’s one of those rare people born with the ‘Daniel Boone gene’ … you could drop him out of an airplane in the middle of the night in a remote place, and the next day he’d be sitting over a fire cooking what he hunted down. Then—if he felt like it—he’d walk out to civilization.

  “I have read the stories in this book and I have to say thanks for the trip to the Ozarks; Ray is such an artist with the camera and with the pen that I felt like was there; I could see it in my mind. I could smell the woods, and the wood fires in the distance. I could hear the wind in the trees, the birds singing, and turkeys gobbling. I could see the dinner table, and when he says; ‘blackberry cobbler,’ I felt like Pavlov’s dog. I was drooling for the food like your grandma prepares.

  “Some of us are not as fortunate to have such a rich history as you share, so you, Ray Eye, introduce all of us to Ozarks history and the true spirit of hunting. More people need to reinforce the rich heritage of the outdoors, and I thank you for teaching me so much about the outdoors, tradition, and honor.”

  —Chris Vogler, KFNS Radio, Head Optician, SafeVision Hunting Glasses

  “If wild turkeys had brains larger than peas, they would fear Ray Eye as their apex predator. Simply, Eye possesses an uncanny ability to locate and kill wild turkeys.

  “Having been born to a Missouri Ozarks country farm family, Eye began his turkey hunting career at an early age, and was taught by all his older kin how to go about it. Fancy camo, calls, magnum shells, decoys and extra-full turkey chokes didn’t exist then. Instead, the Eye clan utilized their knowledge of the land and woodsmanship skills to hunt and kill all types of wild game, including wild turkeys. Ray Eye fell in love with the notion of studying wild turkeys all year round. As the decades passed, Eye accumulated more film footage of wild turkeys than perhaps any human being. His studies have put him in the know about turkey behavior at any time of the year. His knowledge and understanding of the pecking order gives him exceptional insight into the social order of wild turkeys.

  “Eye has film footage of wild gobblers strutting, gobbling, and fighting every month of the year. It is the constant struggle for dominance among flocks of birds that Eye uses to his great advantage, while many other hunters continue to argue that turkeys only gobble and fight in the spring. It quickly becomes obvious to students of Eye’s techniques that those other guys haven’t spent as much time in the woods as Ray Eye has.

  “Eye has taught and helped more hunters about hunting wild turkeys than any other personality through his thousands of seminars, presentations, appearances, articles, TV shows, and DVDs. He is far and away ahead of all others with his teaching, information, tactics, and turkey hunting knowledge, and is especially far beyond what anyone else produces with DVD video productions.

  “Some turn their noses up at Ray’s aggressive techniques, but they work, period. Ray Eye is the consummate caller, hitting his calls loud, hard, and long. His calling skills are second to none and he goes after gobblers with a confidence that is infectious. A legend in his own time, Eye has consistently called what other hunters say are uncallable gobblers.

  “Hunting turkeys eight months a year, Eye is the purest of real turkey hunters out there, and calls and kills as many gobblers in the fall as in the spring season. All over the country, in all kinds of terrain, Eye consistently kills the unkillable gobblers hunted by other “professional hunters.” He has literally left a pile of feathers everywhere he has hunted.

  “An icon of the turkey hunting world, Eye absolutely loves teaching others about hunting wild turkeys. He holds crowds spellbound with his slap-happy, matter-of-fact, vivid presentations at his seminars. His spectacular film foot-age of wild turkeys and the hunts to get them makes every hunter want to be there.

  “Ray began his long-running, entertaining outdoor communications career in the late 1970s at local turkey calling contests. I know, because I was there. His Ozark charm and truly spectacular story telling abilities mesmerized audiences everywhere he traveled. His outdoor communications career literally exploded across the land. He became a pioneer in outdoor TV programming, promoting hunter safety, outdoor skills, outdoor ethics, and sound conservation principles as far back as 1983. Some of his first articles and photographs appeared in Outdoor Life magazine back in 1983. In 1987 Eye appeared on both radio and TV programs all across Missouri on PSAs for the new concept of turkey hunting safety. These programs later went national through the National Wild Turkey Federation.

  “Ray began conducting outdoor media hunts in 1983 for outdoor communicators. At these camps, writers, editors, and radio and TV media personnel used and promoted the latest in outdoor equipment and the safety issues surrounding them. Ray continues this tradition to this day by hosting spring and fall media hunts every year. And even though he is a busy man, he gives back regularly through his volunteer efforts of appearing at fundraisers for conservation organizations and running youth hunting camps. He has also volunteered seminars for the NRA, NWTF, US Sportsman’s Alliance, and various school districts and sports clubs. He also volunteers his services for fundraisers for Saint Jude’s Children’s Hospital. Eye never passes up the opportunity to mentor a young, up-and-coming hunter.

  “Ultimately, Ray Eye has become a conservation communications giant. His accomplishments could fill volumes. He has generated and created an awareness of our great outdoors and the issues surrounding them in millions of Americans. Few individuals in the history of the conservation movement have generated the quantity and quality of outdoor-related media materials over a span of several decades. Yet, Ray remains humble, down to earth, and a friend to all he meets. He is a friend of the wild turkey, conservation, the outdoors, and America’s hunting future. Above all, Eye is a lover of life. I’ve been fortunate enough to spend time with him in many turkey hunting camps. His exuberance for the camp life, for turkey hunting, and for having friends around to spin yarns to is unequalled.

  “My life is much richer for having known the turkey hunter of all turkey hunters, Mr. Ray Eye. As for those turkey hunters who still won’t follow Ray Eye’s methods for locating, calling, and killing wild turkey gobblers, well … those guys will be light-years from figuring it all out, if they ever do.

  —Bill Cooper, freelance outdoor writer

  “Ray Eye is so good at hunting turkeys that for years we have suspected he secretly goes into a room at night and flies up in the rafters to sleep. How else can you explain him being the last one awake at night, and no matter how early you get up, he’s already dressed and drinking coffee and yelling at the rest of us about how we need to be out in the yard doing wind sprints?

  “He sounds so much like a real turkey on any type of call that you can be fooled even when you are sitting there watching him make the sounds. This is especially true when it comes to mouth calling, an art that is so difficult to master, but that he makes appear so easy that it becomes a source of amazement and jealousy for all who hear it.

  “I will never forget the first time I heard him call. It was in northern Missouri, years ago. The only reason I got to go hunting with Ray is because Gary Clancy, a big-time writer, couldn’t go. So I drove down there, arriving at about midnight, and knocked on the door of the old schoolhouse. Ray yelled, ‘Who’s there?’ through the door, and I explained who I was. He opened the door, and said something about the only reason he was letting me in was because Clancy asked him to, and he said, ‘Throw your [stuff] over there; we’re getting up in two hours.’

  “In the pitch black, Ray woke me up. ‘Come on, Clancy replacement …’ We got into this extremely old red pickup and drove off into nasty-looking weather that kept getting worse by the minute. There were tornado warnings left and right. We’re driving over single-lane river bridges older than the truck, and we’re out there trying to make turkeys gobble. This was a guy after my own heart. You’re there to go hunting, so you go. Who cares about the weather?

  “The nasty weather hung around long enough that every other writer expected in camp didn’t make the trip, so Ray was stuck with me for four days. At times it was raining so hard you couldn’t see from the road to the ditch, but Ray kept driving around, rolling down the window on the old pickup, and calling, and calling. The sound was like nothing I had ever heard from a call, because it didn’t sound like a call. I asked him, ‘How are you doing that?’ In classic Ray fashion, he said, ‘I’m just making the same sounds I hear the turkeys make.’

  “The weather stunk, but being shipwrecked with Ray Eye was the best thing that ever happened to my turkey hunting career. I kept hitting him with questions until it bordered on waterboarding, and just from his answers I could tell he was the real deal, the guy that other guys look to for the ‘rules.’

  “Up until that point, my years of turkey hunting had been a blur of personal experiences and conflicting advice from so-called experts. The purity, simplicity, and consistency of Ray’s answers was readily apparent. He lived with turkeys, he lived for living with them, and he is almost one of them. He hunts them, but he loves them.

  “It’s so obvious once you see it up close.

  “He hunts with tenacity and focus, every day, all spring. But he also has a great sense of humor and wants to have fun out there. When the weather cleared enough for us to hunt on that first trip, I did my best to keep up with him through the woods for about four hours, his legs chugging without rest, seeking out a ‘ready Freddy’ as he calls them. I never saw him eat or drink anything. After my fiftieth swig of water, I asked him why he didn’t have any with him. ‘I’m not usually out here this long,’ he said. ‘I’m usually with somebody who can kill a turkey.’

  “When it was time to leave, Ray told me to get my camera. ‘Take a picture of the schoolhouse,’ he instructed. ‘It’s the only way you’ll ever see it again.’

  “When the spring season is over, Ray goes on hunting turkeys, following them around with his ever-present video camera, documenting their life cycle. He has incredible footage of baby jakes displaying, fighting, and flying up into low branches of trees. He has footage of calling up big toms, gobbling and strutting, in July and August and pretty much every other month of the year.

  “When fall arrives, he’s back out there hunting, calling up gobblers on purpose, without busting up flocks. ‘Why would I scare ’em away first, when I want to call ’em up and shoot ’em?’ he asks, in typical Ray fashion. Everything he says makes sense, and you don’t have to think about it.

  “When he was young, Ray loved to ‘dog turkeys,’ as he called it, following them through the Ozark hills all day long, from the time they flew down until they flew back up. He’d bring a few cans of Vienna sausages, drink water out of the streams, and lie down to sleep near the turkeys after they flew up. In the predawn gray, Ray and the turkeys would wake up and begin another day, Ray watching them and slinking along behind. He says he learned everything about how to hunt turkeys from the turkeys themselves, and it’s absolutely true.

  “Since those days, he has traveled essentially everywhere there are wild turkeys, proving in every corner that his methods are consistently effective, resulting in a ‘trail of blood and feathers’ that now flows into Mexico and the Yucatan.

  “Now, after all these years of hunting turkeys all year long, he has come to a point in his life where he wants to tell it all, just lay it out there, the full details of how he calls and kills turkeys. He no longer concerns himself with whether others think his tactics are ‘too aggressive’ (whatever that means). He says, ‘Turkeys just call how they feel, and when they want to get together with other turkeys, they call excitedly, and a lot.’ We have joked that it’s better that he tells us now, rather than saving his best stuff for the nurses in the nursing home.

  “He’s not ready for a rocking chair anytime soon, though, having completed his first season of Chasing Spring™ for Outdoor Life magazine and its website, and planning more of the same.

  “Wherever he goes, turkeys respond, because he sounds for all the world exactly like they do, and he knows where they’re likely to be, and he knows how to hold still at the critical points. Oh, look, we’re all out of time. I was just about to tell you what he says about head-bobbing outdoor writers.

  “I am both happy and excited Ray made a decision to share with you his secret of a professional turkey hunter. I feel very fortunate to have experienced while hunting with Ray much of what’s within this book, and after reviewing several chapters, there is no question in the archives of turkey hunting history, it will be spoken that Ray Eye ‘wrote THE book on turkey hunting.’

  “Enjoy Ray’s stories and soak up his hunting tactics, for you can take them to the bank and cash ’em in for your own trail of blood and feathers.”

  —Mark Strand, freelance outdoor writer, President/Founder, School of Outdoor Sports

  “So, what else can I say about The TurkEye Legend? Geez, Harold Knight, Ernie Calandrelli, Walter Parrott, and Mike Schoby, all hunting legends in their own rights, gushed quite a bit over Ray.

  “Well, I can say this: If you sit down and talk to Ray Eye, like I have, you’ll realize immediately that he’s an honest, hardworking, down-to-earth man who simply and absolutely loves turkeys and turkey hunting. He gets frustrated and tired too, just like all of us, though I think he just ‘recovers’ faster than anyone else—and that’s what keeps him in the woods so much.

  “During my interviews with Ray, I could tell he was having a great time reminiscing about the people he’s met, jobs he’s accomplished, friendships he’s earned, and outdoor adventures he’s shared with family, friends, and strangers alike.

  “I imagine Ray kneeled down on the ground to admire the beauty of a big Ozark Mountain gobbler that he’d just harvested, one spring or fall day. Then he looked up at the sky, closed his eyes, and whispered, ‘How can I make this experience my lifetime career?’ Then with absolute determination, unparalleled calling capabilities, a great personality for networking, and a tremendous effort amassing an incredible amount of turkey hunting knowledge, he did.”

  —JJ Reich, Freelance Outdoor Writer, Copywriter, and NWTF Columnist
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  From my early seminars some thirty years ago, to today, those close to me know I never quite understood why anyone asks for my autograph, or to have their photograph taken with me, as I am no different or better than any of you. However, please don’t take this the wrong way; I am both honored and flattered as well, and more than happy to do this for all of you.

  To my amazement, during my 2011 Chasing Spring™ national seminar tour, turkey hunters after all these years continue pouring into my seminars, hundreds stand in long autograph lines to visit with me personally, and everyone asks great calling and tactics questions.
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  Introduction

  RAY EYE’S TURKEY HUNTER’S BIBLE IS A COLLECTION OF THE tactics, tips, and information I have developed over the years that help me to consistently call and kill turkeys for TV shows with limited time, too many people, under extreme pressure, in places I’ve never seen before, and without any time for scouting. From my many travels on the seminar and hunting circuits, I find that today’s turkey hunters are hungry for new, aggressive tactics, and Ray Eye’s Turkey Hunter’s Bible will deliver exactly what they want.

  Ray Eye’s Turkey Hunter’s Bible offers information on how to hunt today’s henned-up, pressured turkeys, so hunters everywhere can develop the skills needed to call the wild turkey consistently under all conditions. My highly developed turkey tactics in this book will arm hunters with the knowledge they’ll need to enhance their turkey hunting success, no matter the conditions, including hunting with limited time, without any preseason scouting, and in hunting early season, late season, pressured gobblers, and much more. After years of turkey hunting professionally, I’ve condensed my calling and hunting tactics down to my most important, most utilized, and most successful tactics, namely calling, roosting, and setup. I have found these to be the most important keys to success in consistently killing spring gobblers in all kinds of situations, during any turkey seasonality or type of weather.

  After my early years on my grandpa’s farm, my turkey hunting experience for many years came from hunting turkeys on public ground, in the Ozarks national forests. I earned my degree in turkey hunting in my home state of Missouri, down in the trenches, so to speak, battling with public land turkeys, with plenty of interference from other hunters.

  I earned every bird I killed, hunting in all kinds of conditions: wind, rain, and even snow. One of the reasons is that I hunted harder and longer than most, never gave up, and was willing to keep an open mind and adapt to many different hunting situations. I firmly believe my early days of public-ground hunting under extreme pressure made me the turkey hunter I am today, and without question enhanced my success everywhere in America.

  I’ve hunted turkeys now for more than forty-eight years and in forty-three states and in Mexico. Even with these years and years of experience, I continue to make mistakes and I still learn something new every time I hunt turkeys. And when it comes to making mistakes, I have made them all—that’s how I honed my skills as a turkey killer, by learning from my mistakes.

  I share with you in this book my time-proven techniques and tactics to help hunters everywhere with tactics, tips, and information so they too can be successful in “chasing spring.”

  For the record, it’s not my intention nor the purpose of this book in any way to imply that I am a better caller or hunter than others, but rather to share what I have learned and what has worked for me throughout my professional turkey hunting career. I will give you guidelines, but it is up to you to form your own opinion, with an open mind, and maybe implement some, or all of my tactics under different situations to see if they might improve your success in turkey hunting.

  —Ray Eye
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  The History of the Missouri Ozarks, Return of the Wild Turkey, and My Family’s Hunting Heritage

  FOR ME, THIS CHAPTER IS A WONDERFUL GLANCE BACK IN time to early life in the Ozark Mountains, my family’s Ozarks history, and the return of the wild turkey in my home state of Missouri and their later spread across the Midwest. All are important ingredients in my turkey hunting heritage, and had a direct effect on my hunting style and calling tactics detailed later in this book, tactics that served me well back in the early days and as a professional turkey hunter, and continue to serve me well today.

  Around 1830, my ancestors came to the Missouri Ozarks from Pendleton County, Virginia, and settled just west of Potosi, Missouri, bringing with them turkey hunting skills honed from generations of hunting in the Virginia mountains.

  Sometime in the 1860s my great-grandfather moved his family deeper within the Ozarks from the Eye settlement, to homestead up a remote “holler” at the base of Johnson Mountain. Years later, my grandpa, one of eleven kids, moved back to the same home—the place where my dad was born and raised.
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  At the head of the creek bottom holler, among the oaks and pines, a rustic two-story farmhouse nestles against the base of one of the highest mountains in the Ozarks.

  The rugged landscape of the Ozarks made travel difficult in the early days of settlement. Roads were few and poor, usually little more than wagon ruts. Unlike most other areas, the Ozarks also lacked centralized towns and cities. People tended to live on widely scattered homesteads, farming and hunting for their needs, only rarely going to commercial centers for trade goods they couldn’t make on their own.
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  The rugged landscape of the Missouri Ozarks.

  My family’s remote Ozarks farm was part of a self-contained hill-country community, a place where people lived, worked, and raised their families. It wasn’t until more modern times, after many generations, that residents traveled outside the valley to an established town for supplies. The Ozarks was a place where most residents were related. Many never ventured away from the Ozarks for an entire lifetime, without any thought of what type of world might exist out beyond the hills.

  It was a time when families raised their own food, grew corn and vegetables, and raised chickens, pigs, and milk cows. Those provided the main sources of food, but food and income were both supplemented by hunting and trapping, as well as by gathering nuts, berries, wild edible plants, and digging roots in the Ozarks hills.

  My great-grandma dried fruit in the sun on the tin roof of an outbuilding; some of this fruit was used to make the finest fried pies in the world. It was a time when vegetables were buried in the ground for later use during the winter months, and root cellars were filled with canned jellies, meats, and vegetables.

  Wild berry picking was a family event. Some of the most important berries that were gathered were the wild gooseberries, dewberries, and blackberries, all forming an important component of the family diet. Wild grapes were picked in the fall for jelly, and hickory and walnuts were gathered for wintertime baking.

  Trapping provided not only part of the family’s yearly income, but helped to safeguard valuable chickens from predators. Digging ginseng and other roots helped to supplement an income as well. There was a smokehouse for the family supply of meat; a pig was sold in the fall to supply the money for winter shoes.

  Hunting was a very important part of life. A great quantity and wide variety of wild game always filled the smokehouse during the long winter months, and my family especially took advantage of the always abundant population of wild turkeys within those hills. Wild turkeys were taken for Thanksgiving and Christmas, and deer were also taken in the fall for meat to help the family make it through the long, cold winter.
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  In a grove of oaks near the old church house is a 200-year-old graveyard.

  Special occasions were celebrated with horse-drawn wagons circled on a high ridge around a big campfire. Basket dinners of fried chicken and a jug of the area’s finest locally-grown corn were always present. Men, women, and children alike would listen to the music of foxhounds as they chased a coyote throughout the night. Those were places and occasions with the finest storytelling, and there was always a heated argument late into the night about whose hunting dog was the best in the hills.

  Several miles downstream from the family homestead, where the valley widens, in a place where a spring-fed stream joins the river for its long journey to the outside world, is a grove of oak stands. In those stands is a 150-year-old church house, complete with an ancient community family graveyard.

  Community families worked their fields and livestock in remote hollers during the week and would not see anyone from outside their families, so from miles around on Sunday morning they would meet at the old church. Generations of my family went to that church house in a horse-drawn wagon on an old roadbed that no one knows the age of across the hills through a timbered saddle on the main ridge.
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  The old church is still standing, and this is how it looks today.

  After church service and during the Sunday basket dinner, they would visit with neighbors, catch up on the latest gossip, and maybe hear some of the latest news from the outside world. This church building was utilized not only for Sunday morning worship, but was the local meeting place as well.

  [image: image]

  Near to the old church runs a bubbling, ice-cold Ozarks spring.

  Throughout the years hundreds of weddings and funerals were held in this old church building. It’s a wonderful place, complete with a spring with bubbling ice-cold water, a hitching post for horses, and large handmade oak tables under 200-year-old oaks. Basket dinners covered the tabletops for fellowship gatherings after church.

  Just a little farther down the holler, and along the same stream, is the community’s one-room schoolhouse where my dad, uncles, and aunts all attended grade school. The building of the school was often the first “community” development in an area. The first schools were haphazard affairs, built by local labor and financed by “subscription.” Under the subscription system, parents paid the costs of their children’s education directly.

  Once a school was established in an area, it became sort of a focus. Children from the local area could meet each other and mingle. As they grew to know each other, a sense of belonging to a particular area grew. They were developing a sense of community. In some early settlements, the school was often the only community building; it quickly evolved into a community center of sorts. Elections were held there, church services and even weddings regularly took place in the one-room schools.
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  The community’s one-room schoolhouse as it looks today, as a private home.

  Downstream from the one-room schoolhouse is a combination post office and grocery store and a blacksmith shop. Just a little farther downstream, where the river narrows and the current increases, stands one of the most important hubs of the community, the old water wheel gristmill and feed store.
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  A central element of any rural Ozarks community was the water-wheel gristmill.

  The Missouri Ozarks is a unique place and rich in history; let’s take a look at how the name “Ozarks” and many others used today originated, and a closer look at Ozarks history from far back in the past, and then let’s move forward to more modern times.

  Many names in the Ozarks came from early French explorers and trappers in the river hills area. They trapped in “La Rivière Courant,” the “Running River.” According to local legend, the Jacks Fork River is named for a Shawnee Indian named Captain Jack who camped along the river with his tribe.

  Encyclopedia Britannica states that “Ozark” is probably a corruption of Aux Arcs, a French trading post established in the region in the 1700s. Others say Osage Indians hunted with longbows made from the wood of a tree known to the French as bois d’arc, known today as Osage orange.

  The Osage and Shawnee Indians in the Ozarks made the Current and Jacks Fork River valleys their home. An Osage chief named Cardareva is said to be buried on top of the mountain known as Cardareva Bluff. In the early 1800s, trappers brought animal hides to the river to process into leather. The hides were soaked in a “tan vat” filled with tannic acid. Later, the hides were removed from the vat and submerged in the deep water of what is known to this day as Tan Vat Hole.
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  Approximately 80,000 acres along the Jacks Fork and Current Rivers form the Ozark National Scenic Riverways.

  Troublesome Hollow got its name during the turbulent Civil War years. Lawless guerrillas known as “bushwhackers” used the hollow as a base to cause nearby settlers grief and trouble during an unsettled time. Meeting House Cave also takes its name from the Civil War period. According to legend, the cave was used as a hideout during the war. Marauding bands from both sides of the conflict used the cave as a place to meet. Nearby Hospital Cave was supposedly used as a hospital during the war.
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  Scotch-Irish settlers began to filter in to the Ozarks in 1804, and by the 1850s most lands in the river valleys were occupied by subsistence farmers.

  The southeastern Ozarks were long isolated from outside influence due to the rugged nature of the environment and the lack of improved transportation routes into the region. Scotch-Irish settlers began to filter in shortly after The Louisiana Purchase in 1804, and by the 1850s most lands in the river valleys were occupied by subsistence farmers. The Civil War brought devastation to the region, and economic recovery was slow to come.
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  In 1933 large tracts of land in the region were purchased to form the Clark National Forest, which today is part of Mark Twain National Forest.

  It was not until the 1880s that major change began to occur, with the coming of the railroads and large lumber companies moving into the hills. Railroads provided economical transportation for goods into and out of the southeastern Ozarks. Lumber companies established large mills, and millions of board feet of native pine lumber were sawn and shipped out, mostly to rapidly growing towns on the Great Plains. Timber was quickly stripped from the Ozark hills, and wildfires consumed most of the rest, reducing the Ozarks to a barren wasteland hardly capable of supporting the people who stayed behind when the lumber companies left. As a result, rains and snowmelt washed topsoil into the rivers and gorged them with gravel. The region became poverty-stricken, and only the sheer determination of the Ozark people kept them on their farmsteads to eke out a meager living.
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  In 1962 President Kennedy endorsed the formation of Ozark National Scenic Riverways.

  In 1933, large tracts of land were purchased in the region for the Clark National Forest, which today is part of Mark Twain National Forest. In 1936 the Missouri Department of Conservation (MDC) was established, and game laws became more rigidly enforced in the region. In 1956, The National Park Service conducted a study and issued a report calling for the establishment of a corridor park along the Current and Jacks Fork Rivers, and in 1960 momentum grew when Congress appropriated funds for a feasibility study for the establishment of an “Ozark Rivers National Monument,” which would include the Eleven Point River.

  There was stiff resistance to the formation of such a park from many local residents, particularly landowners who did not want to lose their family farms, and county officials who did not want to lose a large portion of the tax base. In 1962 President John F. Kennedy endorsed the formation of Ozark National Scenic Riverways, and Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall and other officials visited the region and floated the Current River.
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  The southeastern Ozarks were long isolated from outside influence due to the rugged nature of the environment and the lack of improved transportation routes into the region.

  Following Udall’s strong endorsement, a bill was submitted and passed by Congress for the formation of the park. President Lyndon Johnson signed it into law, and Ozark National Scenic Riverways became a reality. A formal dedication ceremony was held at Big Spring in 1972, presided over by Patricia Nixon Cox, who cut the ribbon. This officially opened the park to millions of visitors to enjoy all that it offers.
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  The Ozarks Scenic Riverways area provides thousands of acres of public hunting land in the Missouri Ozarks.

  Only in the last forty years has there been a national park that manages and protects these natural and cultural resources. This river corridor sustained many families from the time of initial settlement in the early 19th century to the mid-1960s, when it became a national park. Today, approximately 80,000 acres of rugged Ozark land along the Jacks Fork and Current Rivers form Ozark National Scenic Riverways, a riparian corridor through Shannon, Carter, Dent, and Texas Counties in the southeastern Missouri Ozark Highlands.

  Hundreds of thousands visit this scenic park each year, including hunters who enjoy the solitude and natural beauty of the river. Forested hills, soaring bluffs, caves, springs, plants, animals, and historic buildings combine to create a memorable experience.
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