PAYING IT
FORWARD
STORY AND PHOTOS BY JIM SPENCER

A

pril 23, 1993, hot, clear, muggy. It’s my first Rio Grande
turkey hunt. I’m doing it in
style, as a guest of Realtree on
a 40,000-acre ranch near Alice, Texas. I’m 46, have been chasing turkeys
— always Easterns until now — for nearly
20 years, and I’m beginning to think I’ve
learned a few things. Subsequent years will
prove me wrong, but those are other stories.
Bill Jordan, Realtree founder and host
of the hunt, has sent me into a 2,000-acre
section that, as it turns out, is stiff with
uneducated, unsophisticated gobblers.
In the first 90 minutes, I’ve called seven
longbeards into range. So far, I’ve let them
all walk; hunts like this are beyond my ken,
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and I’m in no hurry to make it end.
After longbeard number seven walks away
unscathed, I move toward a bird I’ve been
hearing for a while now. He’s not far away, but
he’s on the far side of a mesquite thicket, and
I’m not eager to fight my way through it. But, I
can get within 100 yards without entering the
thick stuff, and after I’m as close as I can get, I
hit him hard with a box call. He cuts my yelps
with an equally hard double gobble, and 30
seconds later, he gobbles again, much closer.
I am set up and ready, and a good thing,
too, because mere seconds later I see his feet
approaching rapidly along a deer trail through
the thicket. I have barely enough time to shift
my gun barrel when he steps into the open
at 15 yards and comes to an abrupt stop. He
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looks 5 feet tall as I watch him over the gun.
The gobbler is in full sunlight, I am in
deep shadow. Nothing separates us but
air. He is mine any time I want him, but
as mentioned, I’m in no hurry. I look him
over, snood to toenails. His head and neck
display the fiery red and almost startling
white all turkey hunters long to see, his
bluish caruncles all but swallowed by the
surrounding white. The f lat place below
each eye is a strange but beautiful amalgam
of iridescent red and maroon I’ve never
seen before on a gobbler. His beard is thick,
full, odd-looking; I suspect a double. His
breast feathers are dark as a cave, but they
cast a metallic sheen like oil on still water.
His spurs make me gasp; at 15 yards, in full

