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  FOREWORD


  I was twelve years old, riding out of a southeastern Virginia swamp in the back of a pickup truck following a deer hunt, the first time I ever saw a wild turkey. There were two of them, and I couldn’t tell you whether they were hens or young gobblers or perhaps even a pair of mature toms. They stepped into the muddy, rutted logging road just after the truck passed and with heads down marched across the open lane before disappearing behind an exposed clump of roots from a toppled cypress tree.


  The other hunters in the truck, a mix of several men and boys, began chatting in disbelief. In those days spotting a turkey was as uncommon, and almost as unbelievable, as a Bigfoot sighting. I wouldn’t see another one until joining a friend on a real turkey hunt almost eleven years later.


  That friend, James Ramsey, a firefighter, had hunted turkeys for the first time the year before. With the weekdays off that his job afforded, he was determined to give it another go but preferred to have somebody join him in his effort. The problem was he didn’t have anybody else who could, or would, go with him during the week; most folks were working. In my twenties and recently graduated from college, I was still waiting tables in an upscale Virginia Beach restaurant, reluctant to give up the good nightly tips for the paltry weekly paycheck a fledgling news reporter would make at a small weekly or daily paper. Consequently, my days were open.


  I have to confess that nothing in my prior experience had particularly inspired me to want to hunt turkeys. I never saw any when I hunted deer or small game back then, other than that one time already mentioned. In fact, when my friend first asked me if I wanted to join him, I was as skeptical as if I had just been asked to join a group of people on a nighttime snipe hunt—as many of you know, a traditional opportunity to trick the uninitiated into heading into the dark woods for a nonexistent bird and then leaving them, usually lost and terrified, behind. I imagined we would have about as much luck finding a wild turkey as the unlucky victim would finding a snipe.


  Yet I agreed. If nothing else, it was a good excuse to get out in the woods at a time of year that I wasn’t typically out there. And finding time to spend outdoors is never a bad idea.


  Little did I realize then, but that first trip would launch me on a thrilling yet unexpected course that has enriched many aspects of my life. We didn’t get a tom on that trip; I didn’t even glimpse one, but I did, for the first time, hear a gobble. And every time that sharp, rattling sound echoed off the trees around me, it held me spellbound. It was enough to ignite a fire in my soul that only grows and joyously consumes me each spring and, increasingly, each fall season as well.


  I’d love to say I filled a tag my first year of hunting. Or the next. Or the next. But I didn’t. And James didn’t, either. It was like the blind leading the blind through an ever-changing obstacle course, though, despite many days of frustration, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t have a lot of fun navigating those unfamiliar turkey woods. I enjoyed a number of close encounters in those first years, getting gobblers to respond to my amateurish calls and even pulling them close enough to present me with a look at them in all their strutting glory. But I just never could seem to work them those last 20 or 30 yards into shotgun range. It took me five years before I finally coaxed one to the gun.


  As I read through this book for the first time, it occurred to me that I wish Bob Humphrey had written it a lot earlier; I could have used it back then.


  I first became familiar with Bob’s keen knowledge of turkeys during my time as editor of Turkey Call magazine, published by the National Wild Turkey Federation, where I worked for nearly seven years. Bob was already a frequent contributor to the publication when I arrived, and the manner in which he was able to share his experiences and help other hunters find success was a welcome addition to any issue of the magazine.


  Even as my own turkey-hunting experience grew and I moved on to Outdoor Life and began blogging on the magazine’s Web site about turkey hunting, I still found Bob a reliable source of help for answers to some of the questions posed by readers that I wasn’t sure about and a great guy to bounce ideas off. Trained in wildlife biology, he knows the hows, wheres, and whys of turkey behavior and habitat. And it is from that vein that Bob has helped other hunters improve their days in the woods.


  But what makes him truly effective in sharing his message and making this book in particular such a useful resource for hunters regardless of their skill level is his ability to cut through the jargon and scientific mumbo-jumbo that drives readers (and editors) crazy. He still delivers all the hard-hitting information needed with the thoroughness of a biologist but in a way that makes it read like a good story rather than a textbook.


  From preparing for the hunt and understanding how to find, set up on, and call wild turkeys to what to do after you successfully have put one on the ground, Pro Tactics: Turkey Hunting leaves no aspect of the hunt unturned. It’s a manual worthy of keeping within close reach of your fireside easy chair or even tucking into your turkey vest for quick reference in the field.


  Whether you’re still trying to figure out this sport or you’re a vet of countless turkey seasons, when you run up against a tough tom, you can sometimes use a spark of input from a fellow hunter to help kindle a game plan that will work. With this book within reach, Bob’s many years of hunting wild turkeys across the United States will be there to provide that spark.


  Doug Howlett


  Editor, Southern Sporting Journal


  Southampton County, Virginia


  August 2008
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    INTRODUCTION

  


  Hunters of the New Millennium


  When I sat down and began planning out this book, I thought to myself, “How can I make it something different, something more than just another turkey-hunting book? How can I provide something useful and innovative?” The first step was to study other books to see what they had and what they lacked. They all seemed pretty thorough and comprehensive when it came to how to hunt turkeys; and the techniques, the substance of turkey hunting, haven’t changed all that much.


  However, the face of turkey hunting has changed dramatically in just the last ten years or so. We now have more birds on this continent than ever existed in history, or prehistory for that matter. The challenge of finding birds to hunt has been replaced with the challenge of finding accessible land to hunt them on. We now have to outwit both our quarry and other hunters.


  Technological advancements in clothing, ammunition, optics, and electronics have provided the modern turkey hunter with a world of new equipment options. These tools are designed not to make the hunt any easier or less challenging. Rather, they are intended to make us safer, more comfortable, more effective, and more efficient at making a clean, ethical kill.


  The element of fair chase remains firmly intact.


  While the quarry hasn’t changed, the hunter has. Today’s turkey hunter is different. We’re more educated because we have a vastly larger pool of information from which to draw. Life is much more fast paced. The modern hunter has less time and more means, so we seek out efficiencies.


  With the boon in turkey numbers, today’s hunters are also voluntarily seeking more and greater challenges. We continue to create ever more complex goals for ourselves: grand slams, royal slams, world slams, Mexican and Canadian slams. Interest in bowhunting turkeys has skyrocketed.


  Hunting birds in the local woodlot is no longer enough. More and more of us are traveling across the country, attempting to quench our insatiable thirst to pursue the king of North American game birds—a virtually unattainable goal.


  It was with all this in mind that I finally began tapping on the keyboard. My goal: to produce a comprehensive and, more importantly, contemporary guidebook for turkey hunters of the new millennium. Of course, no such tome would be complete without substantial reverence and reference to the tools and techniques that got us to where we are today. I have attempted to meld these seamlessly into a timeless, yet current manual that will provide valuable information for both novice and veteran.


  As with anything I do related to the grand pastime of turkey hunting, it was a labor of love. I hope that you will enjoy reading it as much as I did writing it and that you’ll find some valuable piece of information in here that somehow, someday, will make your hunt more successful and, most importantly, more enjoyable.


  PART I:PREPARATION
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    CHAPTER ONE

  


  The Wild Turkey


  The memory fades a little with each passing year, but if I close my eyes and let my mind wander, I can still recall my first bird.


  It was nearing the end of yet another frustrating turkey season. I’d spent most of the previous three days just looking for birds, with little success. On a whim a friend and I did an afternoon windshield tour of several nearby towns, eventually locating what looked like some good turkey ground. A little more on-foot scouting confirmed that turkeys had been in the area recently. The question was, how recently? A day? A week? A month?


  I arrived the following morning in the dark and started into the woods with little expectation and no particular destination in mind. By this time I was just going through the motions. Mentally, I’d all but given up, and physically, I was a wreck. My feet were sore from miles of hiking, and my eyelids were heavy from too many early mornings.


  That all changed in a heartbeat with the sound of a distant gobble. My heart raced, and the soreness and fatigue vanished, as if by magic. I waited for one more gobble, took a bearing, and tore off on a hundred-yard dash. I stopped long enough to catch my breath and another gobble and was off to the races again. One more sprint put me as close as I dared go. It was time to make a stand.


  Frantically, I searched for a likely ambush spot, fearing the bird would appear at any moment and catch me standing in the open. There! The base of a big oak would provide a perfect backrest. I hastily nestled in, propped my gun up, and prepared to call.


  I popped in a diaphragm call, pushed it to the roof of my mouth, and got ready. The call fit the roof of my mouth like a glove. I’d practiced with it for hours, mimicking the cassette that came with it until I sounded just like Ray Eye and Tom Stuckey. Only this time when I pushed air over its surface nothing happened. My mouth was bone dry, and the call wouldn’t work.


  I fought with every fiber of my being to calm myself, eventually mustering up enough spit to make a few loud yelps. To my utter amazement the bird gobbled back. I called again; he gobbled again, this time closer. The game was on.


  Eventually, the bird’s gobbling reached a fevered pitch. I called again but this time got no response. Suddenly the woods seemed eerily silent. I fought the temptation to move, instead straining my ears for any sound. “What was that?” A strange bass noise, like the hum of distant traffic, then soft footsteps on the dry leaves. He was close now, very close.


  Again I fought the temptation to move, which was made all the harder by deteriorating conditions. My heart pounded, and my legs began to quiver. Mosquitoes, attracted by the sudden surge of carbon dioxide in the air, stung the flesh around my eyes, nose, and lips at will. Still, I did not move.


  [image: ∎ The Eastern is the largest and most widespread subspecies of wild turkey, occurring in all states east of the Mississippi River and ranging west into eastern portions of the plains states and Texas.]


  There it was again, a booming drone resonating from deep within the chest of a wild tom turkey. Then more footsteps. I could make out location now and direction. He was circling around behind my left shoulder, past a large pile of slash. I had no choice. Being a right-handed shooter, I had to move.


  I tried to time it so the bird would be obscured behind the slash pile when I turned. I spun around, aiming my gun where I thought he would emerge, and my eyes scanned quickly for the bird. Nowhere. No, wait. There he is.


  I nearly fainted at the sight of his glowing red, white, and blue head and his iri-descent copper and black feathers from a mere 20 yards’ distance. A beady black eye stared menacingly at me. I was sure he saw me, but if he did, he showed no reaction. Then it was over.


  I squeezed the trigger, the gun went off, and the bird disappeared behind the slash pile. Though numb from immobility, I somehow managed to vault upright and sprint toward him. As I peered around the slash, I saw him there in his death throes. He was magnificent. I’d finally met the wild turkey.


  Since then I’ve become obsessed with turkeys. I spend countless hours in the woods each spring and fall pursuing them. Between seasons I watch and photograph them and read every piece of literature I can put my hands on. All this has made me a better hunter.


  While you don’t need to be obsessed to be successful, I firmly believe that the more you learn about your quarry, the more successful you’ll be at hunting it. This includes success both in filling your tags and in better understanding what you’re observing in the field. There’s a lot to learn about turkey hunting—but let’s learn a little about the turkeys themselves first.


  What Is a Turkey? The Basics


  Basically, a turkey is just a big chicken, characterized by strong legs and feet, which are used to scratch for food; short, rounded wings designed for brief, rapid flight; and a short, stout beak for pecking.


  The turkey’s brain is about the size of a walnut—not the whole nut, just the meat inside. More often than not, however, they still manage to elude us. You can console yourself in knowing that it is not intelligence but instinct, honed over eons of living in the wild, that is the turkey’s greatest asset—that and its keen senses.


  It is sometimes said that if turkeys could smell, you’d never kill them. While their sense of smell is poor, they more than make up for it with keen eyesight and hearing. It is not so much magnification but the rate at which


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: ∎ By their second spring young males, or “jakes,” typically sport a beard that is 3 to 5 inches long. Their spurs are little more than hobnails, and the central feathers of their tail fans are noticeably longer than the others. COURTESY OF THE NATIONAL WILD TURKEY FEDERATION]


  

  [image: ∎ The Rio Grande turkey ranges over much of the lower Midwest and Texas, though isolated populations also occur in California, Oregon, and Hawaii.]


  

  [image: ∎ The range of the Merriam’s subspecies is scattered across the Northwest, Southwest, and mountain states.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: ∎ The Osceola, or Florida, subspecies of wild turkey is restricted to Florida, approximately from Orlando south.]
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