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Taking a Big Gobbler Requires a Big Plan
The weather Easter afternoon was slightly breezy with intermittent light sprinkles. It was raining hard the day before but the rain slowed during the night and only a few residual sprinkles fell out of the smoky gray cloud cover. 

The sandy roads of the Aucilla Wildlife Management Area (WMA) were wet and smooth. Unexpectedly, there were only a few mud holes to avoid. I drove slowly along the road, sometimes with my jeep door open, looking for any sign that a big Gobbler might be using the relatively open roadway to strut his stuff. 

Occasionally, I stopped the jeep and got out to glass the length of the road before slowly moving forward. I didn’t want to spook any turkeys that might be further down the road than I could see without the aid of my binoculars. 

Turkeys can see a long way on a flat road or any road for that matter.  Like a mirage, they always move away from you as you move towards them. 

 Unlike the hills and hollers of many states further north, Florida is mostly flat, so the chances of sneaking up close to game on an open road are slim and none

The exception is wild hogs that sometimes like to root up along the drainage ditches that usually run parallel to most roads that transverse Florida’s rain soaked woodlands. Their poor eye site and intense focus on rooting around for food makes it possible to occasionally sneak within striking distance.

While moving along the sandy grade, passing several overgrown logging roads that jutted off into the pines, I came to a cross roads, stopped the jeep and pulled out my map to see exactly where I was. 

Unfolding the map, I looked left and right down the intersecting wide sandy grade. A very long way down the road, to my right a large black blob caught my eye. When I say large, I mean large. The reason I new it was big is because it was so far off, perhaps three quarters of a mile or more, and I could still see it. 

The odd thing was that the big black blob kept disappearing only to appear again in a slightly different spot a few seconds later.

At first I thought it was a big male bear I had seen a few days before or may be a big black piney woods rooter. As I mentioned, the latter has a habit of rooting up along road edges.

Since my eyes aren’t getting any younger, I decided to turn off the vehicle and retrieve my binoculars from my fanny pack. A little more eye power might help me make a positive identification. 

I turned the jeep off, and started rummaging thru my fanny pack. After a brief search I rested the binoculars on the top edge of the open jeep door, and then focused them to the top end of its magnification capabilities. It didn’t take me long to make a positive I.D. 

What I was looking at, was neither a bear nor a large hog. 

It was a big ole, long bearded Tom! Just what the doctor ordered!

 What appeared to the naked eye as a pulsating black blob was the Gobbler of my dreams, opening and closing his shimmering iridescent tail plumage. 

He was moving back and forth across the road blowing his tail feathers up and shrinking them down in an effort to get noticed. The big Tom was strutting his stuff right in the middle of the road trying desperately to get the attention of the three feeding hens which I did not notice until I employed the binoculars. The hens moved away from him along the edge of the road, seemingly oblivious to his most exaggerated and enthusiastic attempts to lure them back.

Although he continued to be ignored, at least as far as the hens were concerned, I watched him for over an hour. Deep grooves began to form in the skin around my eyes from pressing the rubber-coated binoculars against my face. 

Eventually, my eyes were tired of refocusing every time I readjusted the binoculars to try and get a clearer look so I laid the binoculars down on the seat and began to assess the situation with normal, well almost normal, vision.  
Peering down the road I could barely make out a large log lying half way across the right side of the road located almost where I last saw the hens. I made a mental note of that log planning to use it to help me locate the spot when I returned in the pre-dawn darkness of the next morning.

 I figured, since it was late in the afternoon that the Gobbler likely would not go far by morning and I would have a good change to take him if I could get in the woods early and as quietly as possible.
After marking the road carefully on my Wildlife Management Area Map, I decided it was time to go, hopped back in the jeep and slowly backed it out of site.
 I planned to come back in the morning and around sunrise introduce myself to the old turkey.

During the thirty-minute drive home, I devised the plan of attack I would use for the next mornings hunt. 

I would simply get to the crossroads early and quietly, with no lights if possible. I would park the jeep back a ways from the intersection of the two roads, where it could not be seen from either direction. Then I would walk down the road towards where I had seen the turkeys. I would be armed to the teeth with turkey calls, mosquito repellent, my turkey shotgun and plenty of number fives.

In the pre-dawn darkness I would come to the big log laying in the road and set up in the exact spot where I had seen the big guy the afternoon before. 

To hunt a big gobbler you have to come up with a “BIG plan”.

 Though simple, my plan seemed like a good one and I had no doubt that I would be coming out of those woods with a twenty-pound bird early the next morning. And I mean early!

That night I put my shotgun and all of my turkey gear in the jeep.  I went to bed early hoping to ward off being tired all day the next day from getting up at 4:00 a.m.

 I was excited about finding the big bird in his strutting zone and I had a little trouble fading off to sleep. I kept visualizing that big Tom running in on my Jake decoy and knocking it out of the ground then puffing up and strutting back in forth in front of my hen decoy. I slowly lifted up my shotgun and BAM! The alarm went off.

I hurriedly got on my camo, brushed my teeth, got a cup of coffee to go and headed out the door. 

I was excited and ready to do battle so the half-hour drive seemed like over an hour but finally I arrived and quietly parked a few yards back from the intersection where I had been parked the afternoon before. 

The mourning air was cool and the breeze was enough to make it a little hard to hear over the rustling of the tall pines and thick myrtle scrub that resides at their feet. 

I moved down the road at a brisk walk wanting to get to the spot where I had seen the gobbler and get set up. 
A long way down the road I saw the red brake lights of a vehicle flicker and hoped that it continued on and that it had not previously passed down this road but had merged onto it from a different one. 

In the light of the three-quarter moon, much to my relief, I did not see any fresh tire tracks in the wet sand and felt confident the vehicle had not bumped the gobbler and ruined my big plans.

While looking for vehicle tracks, I couldn’t help but notice that the swales that ran along both sides of the road where brim full of water from the previous rains and were to deep to cross if the bird were to fly off wounded. If the opportunity presented itself, I would have to make a perfect shot and kill the bird where he stood.
Because of the deep water, there would be little cover I could reach to set up in, other than the small bushes and weeds that bordered the roadside.

 After walking what seemed like the appropriate distance I began to look for the fallen log. It was no where in site. I assumed that it was just to dark for me to make it out or someone had moved it off the road. The former seemed most likely since I had seen no tire impressions in the area.

After walking what seemed like to far, I chose to sit next to the largest of the small bushes on the left side of the road. That was really the only choice I had for cover.

 After staking in the two decoys and donning my gloves and face gear, I took a somewhat conspicuous seat next to the bush. 

I waited about fifteen or twenty minutes to let the woods around me calm then scratched out a couple of sleepy tree calls on my best slate just to let the Gobbler know every thing was alright. He did not respond but I was sure he was close.

After an hour or so the sun started to show the top of its blazing orange head and came up quickly directly at the end of the road and to the right of me.

It was so bright that I could barely make out the decoys that I had unwittingly staked out in a way that the bright sun shown directly in my eyes when I looked toward them. 

In fact, I knew I would be hard pressed to see anything coming from that side, much less see to make a clear, safe shot. 

A little disappointed at my poor choice of decoy installation, but still over all optimistic, I let out a compelling yelp with my mouth caller. Still I heard nothing. 

After a couple of more yelps and a cluck or two and about a half hour of blinding sun light, I decided to give the road a better look with my binoculars and crawled away from the little bush on my belly in order to look both directions down the road. Shading my binoculars with one hand I quickly scanned the road. 

To my right, and almost completely obscured by the blazing sun, I saw three hens. The hens were about 200 yards down the road and slowly headed my way. I just knew that Gobbler would focus his efforts on them any minute and the hens would lead him right to me. That was the good news. 

Looking to my left I could see a truck about a mile down the grade and it seemed to be slowly headed my way. That was the bad news! 

A minute or two went by and I gave the turkeys on my right another look. 

As I figured they would, they were now moving slowly away from me at about the same slow speed that the vehicle was approaching. The mirage affect had kicked in and I watched as the hens disappeared into the red-hot sun. 

My BIG plans, now completely shattered, I stood up and walked out into the road. 

By now, I could see the blue plastic lights on the cab top of the approaching truck and determined it was a Wildlife Officer’s vehicle. 

As the truck rolled up the road from my left and slowed to a stop, I begrudgingly walked out on the road to let the officer know I was there. If it had been anyone else they would have likely gotten an earful of adjectives describing my opinions regarding their choice of times to be site seeing. But I refrained, it being the day after Easter and such.

The officer said, “I didn’t see the decoys until I was almost on them because the sun is shining so brightly”. 

She apologized several times for disturbing me and offered to turn around and head back in the other direction in order to avoid any further disturbance. Adding insult to injury, she decided to have a look at my license and permits while she was in the neighborhood.

Finding everything in order she turned her truck around and headed off from whence she came. 

Of course by then the hens were long gone, with the unseen gobbler probably in hot pursuit. 

Since the mornings hunt plan was now completely foiled I slowly walked back to the jeep, unloaded my shotgun and put all my gear on the back seat. I reluctantly drove the five miles out of the Management Area and headed to work. Yes some turkey hunters do have jobs!
Although disappointed about the events of the morning, the beginnings of a new BIG plan were already in the making. All during the workday my mind kept meandering back to the woods and contemplated possible strategies for the next battle with the big Tom.

I decided to return that afternoon and construct a ground blind that would completely conceal me. Hopefully I would find a location to build it where the morning sun would not be a factor. 

When the clock struck 5:00 p.m., well may be a few minutes before that, I left work and headed back to the battle grounds to build the blind.

I got to the woods, turned in on the entrance road and began looking for blind construction materials. 

After driving a mile or so I stopped the jeep, jumped out and walked into the pines to my left. There were a lot of nice green palmettos bushes in the area. 

Using and old pair of pruning shears I carry with me for just this purpose, I collected enough palm branches to construct the blind.  I carefully cut each of the branch stems at a sharp angle to make it easier to push them into the ground.

With a cargo box full of palmetto branches I headed off down the road toward the intersection of the sandy grade.

I slowly pulled up within a few yard of the intersection, binoculars already in hand, and turned the vehicle off. I stepped out of the jeep leaving the door slightly ajar so not to make any noise.

I sneaked to the edge of the intersection put the binoculars to my face and peered down the grade. There were no turkeys in site. It was a little later than it was the day when I had first seen the Gobbler and I reasoned that he probably moved off towards his evening roost.

The only thing visible was the log lying halfway across the road that I could not seem to find in the dark that morning and was just too disappointed to relocate after my visit from the Game Warden. 
All considered, I decided to drive slowly down the road with my load of native flora and look for the perfect spot to put up my palmetto blind. 

When I was about a hundred yards from where the log was lying on the road I decided to stop the jeep and scout the area on foot.  The sandy road had a thin dry crust on it now and crunched a little as I walked, head down, looking for fresh turkey sign. 

After walking for a couple of minutes, I was startled almost to the point of cardiac arrest when the big log lunged into the water making an enormous splash. 

It seemed the log that I had designated as a location marker turned out to be a very large and toothy alligator basking in the heat of the afternoon sun. After regaining my composure a little, I smiled and poked a little fun at myself with respect to my rather poor choice of landmarks. I was now extremely thankful that I had not found the log in the darkness that morning.

I also firmly resolved to build my blind at a location that had been thoroughly inspected for integrity with regard to limited alligator access.  

I walked further down the road a little more cautiously, scanning it from side to side and even glancing back once in a while. Eventually I came to a small logging path; the opening of which was somewhat obscured by brush.
There was no water on either side of the logging road except where the swales of the road I was on butted it and it was somewhat higher ground than the sand grade I was on.
Pines on both sides would shade the small road from the morning sun and it appeared to be the perfect spot to construct the blind.

I inspected the little road for about thirty yards or so, just to be positive there was no water around and found none. I walked exactly down the middle of the grade, not the least bit worried about gators, back to the jeep then drove the jeep back to the new battlefield. 

 Before getting out I backed the jeep into the end of the little trail where I intended to build the blind and turned the jeep around facing home. 

Since it would be dark shortly, I thought it would be better to do that now than negotiate the roads narrowness and water filled swales in the dark.

I hurriedly backed the jeep out and moved it up the grade a few yards. I got out of the jeep, leaving it running and opened the cargo door. 

I grabbed as many of the palmetto branches as I could carry and hustled down the little trail to build the blind in a location that gave me a clean view of the main road. 

I quickly planted all of the sharpened palms into the ground in a half moon shape and momentarily sat down behind them to admire my work and to make sure I would have a clean shot towards the location where I planned to stake out my decoys. 

As I got up from behind my palmetto fortress and turned to walk the few steps back to the sandy grade toward my jeep, I thought I heard a dull thud but dismissed it as the deep grunt of an awakening Bull Frog.

Almost dark now, I walked out to the grade only to find that my jeep had completely disappeared. 

Confused and panicked, I scrambled down the center of the long road looking in front and back of me for any sign of my jeep. At first I thought maybe someone had stolen the jeep but I’d seen no one for as far as I could see walking on the grade when I initially drove in.  I partially dismissed the stolen jeep idea since after all, who but a dedicated turkey hunter and a big alligator would be out here this close to dark. 

After a moment or two of pacing back and forth and up and down the road I glimpsed a slight reflection of metal on the right of the sandy grade. 

I sprinted towards it with a sick sinking feeling in my gut. 

About two hundred yards up the road from where I had parked the jeep it had plunged into the five foot deep swale along edge of the grade. Apparently, in my haste to build the blind I neglected to put the jeep in park.

It was listing severely to the passenger’s side but appeared to be fairly stable. Dark brown ditch water colored by tannic acid from decomposing vegetation was slowly but steadily filling the passenger side of the vehicle.

 I quickly opened the driver side door and retrieved my cell phone from the console then reached over the back of the seat and grabbed my shotgun and fanny pack. 

I stood next to the jeep muttering obscenities at myself for a minute or so then faced in the direction of the five-mile journey I would have to take out to the highway. 

After about a half a mile or so of rather skittish walking I mentally digressed back to the events of that morning visit from the game officer. I sarcastically asked myself: Where the heck is a Wildlife Officer when you really need one? 

As dusk settled in, and the frogs and crickets of the deep pine forest made they’re presence known, I used the last remaining rays of the sun to check the road for big logs. 

Some time had passed as I made my way towards the highway cautiously maneuvering over the crunchy sand road before I remembered the cell phone in my pocket.  

Amazingly I had a weak signal and was able to call home and explain what had happened to my wife, tell her where I was and ask her to call a tow truck. 

As I usually do, I had left a copy of the Wildlife Management Area Map on the kitchen counter with my location marked on it. That turned out to be a really good idea. In fact it was likely the only really good idea I had that day.
I could go on here, discussing how it took the tow truck driver three hours to find me, the damages to my jeep, the insurance claim, and my wife’s sudden lack of confidence in my mental acuity, however I think I’ll spare everyone, and myself, and just let sleeping dogs rest. 

I’m going to try and get a ride with a friend to the Management Area in a day or two and have at it with that turkey again since my jeeps in the shop for repairs. I would ask to borrow my wife’s car, but all considered, I don’t think that it would be in my best interest to ask her and I don’t think she’d let me use it anyway. 

Even though my “Big Plan” for getting that Gobbler did not come to fruition I’m not discouraged.
Most likely I’ll incorporate the nice blind I constructed into the plan for my next hunt. 

Perhaps I’ll come up with an even better plan that will surely help me get that old Tom. Even though things didn’t work out this time I am still absolutely confident that a “Big Plan” is what it takes to kill a big bird.

By: G.W. Fleming

