


I’ll follow anywhere you say.”
And so we climbed. And we 

climbed. And by the time we got 
to the top and started down the 
ridge into position, we were higher 
than we’d been all morning. The 
landscape through which we were 
now descending was a warm mixture 
of pine and aspen and clumps of oak 
brush, interspersed with random 
patches of new growth and grey, 
weathered snags. Below us I could 
see a distinct edge as this varied mix 
butted up against the lush spring green 

above him. Our first tentative calls 
brought an immediate response, not 
only from the old gobbler himself, 
but from every hen within hearing, 
resentful of these new voices 
intruding upon their space and 
competing for their hero.

But they need not have worried, 
for the gentlemen already had his 
date book filled with the ladies he 
knew and loved, and the last we 
heard of him, he was heading north, 
straight up the mountain in front of 
us with his entourage. Nothing for 
us to do but move with him, circling 
first to the east and then north. 

For two hours we climbed, finally 
confident we were well above him. 
Then cautiously and discreetly we eased 
back down the mountain, halting at the 
edge of the black timber where Pat gave 
him a soft inquiry from his box call.

Pat had our position figured 
perfectly, for the old boy immediately 
fired back from a mere hundred yards 
below, and we dove for cover to our 
right. But it was too late. From less 
than 70 yards down-slope, we heard 
a loud “putt” followed by what Pat 
described as a “scare gobble,” and 
they were gone. We’d been busted, 
most likely by one of the sharp-eyed 
hens. Just like with elk and humans, 
it’s the ladies who always seem to 
be the real challenge. At any rate, 
we heard him gobble again about 
20 minutes later, far below us to the 
south, not all that far from where we 
had heard him at first light.

For the rest of the morning we 
danced with those birds, and as the 
hours wore on we continued to hear 
the sophisticated oratory of the old 
gobbler and the sweet compelling 
voices of the hens and even the 
young raspy interjections of a couple 
of yearling jakes just hoping to get 
lucky. We went high, they went low. 
We went east, and they circled the 
wagons and mocked us with the 
sounds of a party going strong to 
which we were clearly not invited.

By lunchtime we’d all had enough.

A fter a sumptuous lunch prepared 
by the chef and kitchen staff, Pat 

sank into one of the posh leather chairs 
out in the great room to catch a well-
earned nap, somewhere in his dreams 
working out an open-ended strategy 
for the afternoon. When we pulled 
out from the lodge an hour later, he 
had it more or less figured out.

“Let’s move up and farther out 
Willow Creek ridge to the west than 
we were this morning and then come 
down the mountain and set up above 
them. What do you think?”

“Hey man, you know these guys 
and this country better than I do. 
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of the thick timber. It was a hundred 
yards or so above this transition line 
where we decided to set up.

There was a small patch of oak 
brush just above the trail to the right 
and I moved up to check it out. It was 
clear and open on the inside, but Pat 
was concerned we couldn’t see the 
trail below us very well from here and 
suggested we move back out, more 
into the open. 

Like a painter patiently working 
his canvas, Pat dragged a large open 
snag into place between us and the 
trail immediately below, its forward 
branches protruding into the sunlight 
for even greater effect; now if a bird 
did look in our direction from below, 
the bright, sunlit tips of the outer 
branches would be the dominate 
element he would see, at least at first, 
so long as we remained motionless.

Pat took up his position in the deep 
shade 12 yards behind me. The setup 
was perfect, or at least as perfect as 
we could make it. I settled in, laid out 
my calls within easy reach and got as 
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comfortable as I could with the Benelli 
forward across my knees. My little 
shoulder pouch with the extra gloves 
and camo bandanas were tucked into 
the small of my back for support, for we 
had not heard a single gobble so far this 
afternoon, and it seemed we might be 
here for a while. We figured we would 
wait a few minutes to let everything 
settle down before we began calling, but 
suddenly Pat whispered, “Turkeys.”

Eighty yards down the slope, three 
dark forms were crossing like wraiths 
from the heavy timber up into the 
tangled oak brush, angling more or 
less in our direction. Pat spoke softly to 
them, only once, and immediately they 
all gobbled, one bird old and deliberate, 
the other two young and impulsive. 
They disappeared into the brush 70 
yards below and began angling uphill 
toward us, slightly left to right. We 
remained silent, knowing that Pat’s 
single summons had already given them 
a general idea of our position.

I figured I would be able to pick them 
up in the thick intervening brush as 

they came, but now the only indication 
I had that they were on their way was 
their agitated debate among themselves 
as they sought to better locate us. Then 
suddenly I saw a fourth bird, a young 
straggler anxiously bringing up the rear 
at least 30 yards behind the first three, 
tilting back and forth and side to side in 
full stride, trying desperately to catch 
up with the others and not be late for 
the party. All four soon disappeared 
around the corner 40 yards below, 
where the trail turned straight up the 
mountain in our direction.

I could hear them quarreling among 
themselves as they bore up the trail, and 
we began to pick up movement through 
the thick brush as they came, the green 
empty spaces between the brown leaves 
now beginning to fill with black, and 
suddenly one of the birds got booted 
from the trail and right out into the 
open down the hill to my left, perfectly 
profiled less than 30 yards below. I could 
see his bright red head and I dropped 
my focus to his chest, but there was no 
perceptible beard to be seen. Still I had 
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already instinctively begun to swing on 
him, my front bead squarely covering 
the base of his neck. And now as I eased 
my sights away from him and back to the 
edge of the oaks to await a more worthy 
arrival, the young gobbler picked up my 
ill-considered movement and let forth a 
very distinct and emphatic “Putt!”

If Senior Management had simply 
listened to the Junior Representative 
below him, the Corporation would 
likely still be intact. But at that precise 
moment, my own Senior Sales Rep, 
who had obviously picked up the 
youngster’s alarm, issued what has to be 
the single most compelling purr I have 
ever heard from his custom-made glass 
call in an attempt to settle things down 
a bit, and the proposed transaction was 
now essentially on the table.

At Pat’s purr, the old tom gobbled 
and then with supreme authority 
stepped into the open 27 yards below 
the muzzle of my shotgun, peering 
intently and with great indignation 
downhill at the jake he had just 
jumped before turning his gaze back 

up in our direction. All I had to do 
was quietly release the safety, then 
ease my finger back to the trigger as 
I picked up his long beard, place the 
front bead at the base of his pulsing 
red and blue neck and close the deal.

At the shot he flipped completely 
over onto his back, and all 

pandemonium broke loose. I bolted 
from cover into sunlight to land squarely 
in the middle of three very confused and 
very upset young jakes, their deposed 
leader thoroughly out of commission on 
the ground before us. The jake who had 
been jumped by the recently deceased 
President continued his sprint down the 
mountainside accompanied by one of his 
junior associates, their bright red heads 
pulsing with panic and bobbing side to 
side as they threaded their way through 
the trees and disappeared into the dark 
timber below. The third bird was pinned 
between the oak brush above and the 
newly arrived camouflaged figure with 
the loud stick in his hands, and he 
suddenly circled into the air less than five 

yards in front of me, wings desperately 
flailing the sky and that lovely, broad, 
ivory-tipped tail fanned full width and so 
close that I felt the side draft off his left 
wing and could nearly have plucked a 
tailfeather had I so chosen.

But the Grand Master himself 
now occupied my full attention, and I 
dropped to one knee beside him as the 
woods calmed. In a moment, Pat was 
at my shoulder and we clasped hands 
high in the air and thumped each other 
on the back and I think one of us may 
even have done the turkey dance.

Never before had I been this up 
close and personal with such a group 
of Merriam’s gobblers, and the sensory 
overload was so great that it was simply 
impossible at the moment for me to 
fully process the beauty of the bird 
that lay before me. The broad tips of 
his tailfeathers were not white as I 
had earlier perceived, but instead a 
subtle yet rich ivory the color of newly 
weathered bone. The feathers along 
his breast were of the same iridescence 
as our Eastern birds, but beyond that, 
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I was for the moment completely 
incapable of absorbing his full splendor.

God, he was beautiful, and I told 
Him so and sincerely thanked Him 
for this precious gift, wishing at the 
same time that my brother Alan 
could be here to share the moment. 
Alan had hunted these Merriam’s 
before, and on Tuesday morning 
before I’d left Tennessee for New 
Mexico, he had even brought a big 
Eastern gobbler he’d taken two 
hours earlier by my office for us to 
photograph. So laying the shotgun 
aside, I dug into my shoulder pouch, 
located my satellite phone, powered 
it up, and punched in my brother’s 
code. In a moment he was there.

“Isn’t that neat, the color of the 
feathers on his back between his 
wings,” he said, vividly recalling his 
own last Merriam’s. “ . . . sort of a 
coal black. You just don’t see that 
color on our Eastern birds.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I see it. You’re 
right, that is neat.”

And that’s when I had my epiphany.
“But you know what’s really 

neat,” I said, “you’re 1700 miles 
away, and this bird is lying right 
here in front of Pat and me, and 
you’re telling me things about it 
that I haven’t yet seen for myself.”

I finally handed the phone to Pat, 
and as he and Alan continued their 
conversation, I stepped away into the 
oak brush alone, trying to gather up 
the moment as best I could, here at 
this perfect intersection in time with 
my friend at my side and my brother 
so close, in spirit if not in body. 
Would there ever be another time so 
perfect or a moment so pure? If so, I 
would truly be a very blessed man.

As though I weren’t already.

IF YOU WANT TO GO
Spring turkey season runs from 

mid-April to mid-May at Chama. 
For more information or to book 
a hunt, call 575-756-2133. Or visit 
www.LodgeAtChama.com, where 
you can make reservations and 
read about other exciting hunting 
and fishing adventures at this 
premier destination.




