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TURKEY TIME IN THE SOUTH

By: L. Woodrow Ross

Spring in the south is a time that an outdoorsman’s thoughts turn to longbeard gobblers.  Turkey guns require patterning, as well as shopping for the latest gear, locations scouted, and wives driven to distraction by the sound of yelps, purrs and cutting from the various calls.

You should be using a shotgun with very tight choke designation.  A “full” or “extra full” choke would be the best choice.  Guns with screw-in chokes are good excellent.  They are suitable for pursuing other game as well as turkeys.
The woods in April ring with the rolling thunder of the majestic gobblers’ calls.  The seductive hen yelps fire up his mating instinct, making him susceptible to the calls of the anxious hunter. 

As soon as deer season concludes, it is time to start scouting for turkeys.  You can incorporate this with shed hunting which will add to the enjoyment.  It will also give you an idea of buck survival, and the carryover buck population for next deer season.
Turkey scouting is not difficult.  As they travel through the woodlands, they scratch periodically, searching for insects.  This trail of disturbed leaves is easily spotted and the degree of freshness can tell you how recently they were there.  These signs are visible for days after their passing.

As you scout, look for roosting sites.  There will be an accumulation of dropping under the roost trees.  The gobblers droppings are “J” shaped and unique, as opposed to the round droppings of the hens.  This will give you an idea of the ratio of gobblers in the flock.  

Roosts can be located by being in the woods at dawn and dusk where you have spotted fresh scratchings.  You may be near enough to hear the turkeys fly from the roost in the morning, or onto the roost in the evening.   This will make it easy to home in on the roost and select a spot to intercept the gobblers when they fly down in the morning.  
Observing the birds coming off the roost several times will help you to pattern their morning travel route and determine the best location to set up on opening morning.  Be sure to have several flocks located in case someone else has set up on your location on opening day.  If you are hunting private property, this will not be a problem.

You should be aware that if you scout well ahead of time that the turkeys may not be at the same location on opening day.  They travel in a circuit and cover a lot of territory.  You will want to “put them to bed” the night before opening day.   This means being near enough to hear them fly onto the roost the night before opening day.
When you are scouting the birds, don’t try to get too close and don’t call them.  This will make them more cautious and difficult to hunt once the season opens.  Use binoculars to observe  them and maintain a safe distance.  It is better if they do not realize that you are in the location.

Once the season opens, you should be fully prepared to increase your chance of success.  You should be wearing full camouflage that blends with the vegetation in the area that you plan to hunt.  This should include a face net, or face paint.

The use of decoys is very helpful to focus the gobbler’s attention on something other than the caller.  If a bird approaches a caller and does not see a hen, he becomes more cautious. Usually a combination of hen decoys and a gobbler is the best bet.
There are many different thoughts on calling.  The novice turkey hunter is often guilty of too much calling.  Usually some sporadic yelps are all that are required, but at times some vigorous yelping and cutting will prod a reluctant gobbler into action.

Proper calling should have the correct cadence and tone.  You can achieve this with practice.  It is a good idea to listen to CD’s and live birds to know what sounds to imitate.  This is especially true if you do not have an experienced friend as a mentor to help you.
Call selections are a matter of personal choice, but there are advantages to each type.  Box calls are relatively easy to use and have a lot of volume.  They can produce yelps, cutting and gobbles.  The down side is that they require hand movement, and unless perfectly concealed in a blind, you risk detection.  Their eyesight is phenomenal, and it seems they can see your eyes blink at thirty yards.

Slate calls have an excellent sound, but have the same drawback as box calls.  At times the slate works better than a box call.  A selection of calls gives you a better chance to have one that will appeal to the gobbler.  For some strange reason, certain call types will not work at times.

Tube calls offer a different sound, and are similar in sound to a diaphragmn call.  The tube call produces almost any sound that turkeys can make.  It is possible to do the “kee kee run”, yelps with various levels of raspiness, cutting and even gobbles.
If you are in an area such as public game management land, be careful calling and keep an eye out for other hunters that might be stalking the sounds of your call.  This is especially true if you produce the sounds of a gobbler.  You can take an orange bandana and tie on the tree above your head as a safety measure.  This will not distract the turkeys, but will alert other hunters to your presence.
The last call choice is one that all hunters should master.  The diaphragmn is a call that when placed in the roof of the mouth produces calls with almost no movement.  It can produce yelps, cutting and “kee kee runs”.  It is an excellent call to use when the birds are close to you.
If the gobbler is readily approaching your location, it is advisable not to call.  Let the decoys do their work.  If he “hangs up”, give him a few subtle yelps.  If he starts to drift away, try some vigorous cutting.

A blind for turkey hunting can be as simple as a few pieces of brush piled up to conceal the hunter.  Lightweight nylon netting printed in a camouflage pattern is easy to carry and set up if natural materials are not readily available.

Few things are as exciting as scouting and hunting wild turkeys.  Taking a mature gobbler is the crowning achievement of all the hunter’s efforts.

The season limit is liberal in many of the southern states for the “Eastern Wild Turkey” strain.  In out home state of South Carolina, the season in most areas covers the entire month of April and hunters can harvest five gobblers.  This is limited to two daily.  Birds must be tagged and tags are free.
If you want a challenge and can withstand defeat and frustration, then turkey hunting is for you.  They are noble birds, and Ben Franklin may have been right when he nominated them as our national bird.

Sidebar

Locations for turkey hunting in South Carolina

· Game Zone 2 (midway between Greenville and Columbia).  This is game management property and requires a big game permit in addition to a valid hunting license.  Close enough to either city to provide lodging, but nearby Clinton is the closest bet.  If you prefer camping, try Brickhouse Campground for primitive camping.  Focus hunting on  Newberry and Laurens Counties.
· Game Zone 1 (Oconee, Pickens and Greenville counties).  This region is rolling hills to mountainous terrain.  It is more difficult hunting and the population is good, but most areas don’t have the populations that the midstate produces.  Lodging is readily available and Greenville is a great base of operations with excellent lodging and entertainment opportunities.
·  Lowcountry game zones 3, 4, 5 and 6 offer excellent hunting. These counties are much warmer even in April and undergrowth is much denser in some locations, but they all hold good populations.
· South Carolina has experience several sub-par recruitment years, but there is still a viable population and turkeys have made a fantastic recovery due to the efforts of DNR and organizations such as the Wild Turkey Federation.
