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Rio Grandes

Johnny Cash’s deep
voice boomed from the radio as
Simon Winston whipped his Jeep around
the disked edges of the burn site. While
flames still licked at the understory deep
in the trees, happenstance had the Man
in Black sing, “I fell into a burning ring
of fire.” Without missing a beat, Winston
belted out a line or two before continuing
to educate me on the ins and outs of
managing habitat for Eastern wild turkeys.

(44 ere on the Winston 8 Ranch, we normally burn on a
two to three year rotation. Burning this understory is
one of the cheapest and most effective ways of creat-

ing good habitat for Easterns.” Winston pointed to an area not yet

burned. “See that? Turkeys won't go in that for nothing.”

We drove further into the red dirt and rolling hills. “This is what
you call a long-leaf, blue-stem ecosystem. See there? Baby chicks
can maneuver around there in those bunch grasses,” he said. And,
according to work published by Kay M. Fleming, Texas Parks and
Wildlife Department (TPWD) Natural Resource Specialist, stud-
ies show that as turkeys maneuver, they’ll find as many as seven
times more insects in burned native grass areas than they will in
unburned areas,

Historically, Eastern wild turkeys inhabited the upland forests
of East Texas, but by 1942, native populations fell to less than 100
birds. Restoration efforts began in the early 1940s and have con-
tinued since then with mixed results. TPWD initiated a 2007 field-
based super-stocking program in which a total of 347 birds were
translocated to four sites in East Texas. Of those, 83 found homes
on the Winston 8 Ranch. The program seems to be going well,
though final results have yet to be determined.

According to Jason Isabelle, author of a Stephen F. Austin State
University thesis outlining the super-stocking program, the Win-
ston 8 Easterns thrive, thanks in large part, to the ranch’s active
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urn program. Isabelle said, “Simon actively manages the forest,
rimarily through fire and timber harvesting. You're going to get a
eally thick mid-story if you just leave it alone, and he does a great
ob of creating constant disturbance, which is what you have to do
o manage for turkeys”

East Texas isn't the only Lone Star terrain where prescribed
urning makes a great turkey habitat management tool. A week
ater, near the dry San Diego Creek bed, I hung out with Robert
anders, manager of the Temple Ranch near Freer, as he pointed
o bright green shoots springing up from a burn he did the week
efore. “You can already see new growth popping up, because we
1ad good ground moisture,” he told me. Sanders has managed for
io Grandes here for 13 years, back when he said, “there were just
 handful of turkeys, maybe 30 or 40 spread out over 10,000 acres,”
ind fire has always played an important role.

“We try to keep this area clear here so the birds don’t have to fly
lown into three-foot-high buffelgrass. Fire releases a lot of seed.
And when it starts to green up like this, the insects come, and that’s
vhen you get great forage for raising poults” Emphatically he adds,
‘Prescribed fire is the cheapest, best management tool out there for
vildlife, especially quail and turkeys. It helps create food, controls
orush and opens things up”

In addition, preliminary findings from the South Texas Rio Grande
lurkey Project, which uses GPS devices to monitor hen nesting be-
1avior on the Temple Ranch, seem to indicate certain nesting behav-
ors in response to burns. The project is designed and directed by Dr.
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CONCRETE TROUGHS on the Temple Ranch help make it so Rio Grandes don't have to travel

over one-fourth of a mile for water.

Bret Collier, a research scientist of wildlife population ecology in the
Institute of Renewable Natural Resources at Texas A&M University.

“We're early on this,” cautioned Collier, “but the hens seem to key
in on burn areas. They tend to go to an area that was burned the
year before, which I call ‘one-year post-burn response areas.” But, he
stressed that he only sees this when there’s been adequate precipita-

“Prescrlbed fire is the dl
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tion, “because without adequate precipitation, the vegetative struc-
ture doesn't change,” he said.

“My theory of why hens go there is that theres an excellent forb
community foraged on by insects, and that is what drives poult sur-
vival during those crucial first two weeks when they need it most,
before their flight feathers replace natal down,” Collier said.

Those first two weeks of brooding and the incubation period that

A GROUP OF RIO GRANDE gobblers strut
down a road cut through lhe south Texas brush.
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precedes it are the most likely times for hen
predation to occur. Because of that, both
Winston and Sanders create ample space for
reproductive activities in order to diminish
nest predation and reduce the number of renesting attempts needed.
Ultimately, that also reduces the need for a hen's long-distance move-
ments. (Hens typically relocate to renest; two attempts are common,
but up to four have been documented.)

Exactly where does a hen go to nest, and why there? Collier is try-
ing to answer these questions with his GPS
study. Typically, they’ll search out clumps of
grass or cover offering visual obstruction.
“I've mainly seen them near areas that are
open but near aerial cover that’s real thick.
It’s weird, the one who has success will kind
of get out of her element in that thick brush,”
Sanders said. One certainty, Sanders warned, is that “overgrazing
can hurt you. It can destroy your nesting habitat”

Within the forested habitats of East Texas, birds often nest in
thinned or burned forests, particularly those with low canopies.
Isabelle said that Easterns nest throughout Winston’s ranch in areas
that had been burned that same winter or that same year or from
previous years. “It’s all a function of how quickly the vegetation re-
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sponds to fire,” he said. “They’ll pick a spot
where the understory is real thick, knee-
level, and that has high shrub densities”
But no matter where any turkey trots in
Texas, biologists agree that when it comes
to feeding them, there’s no substitute for
native resources. However,
if the need arises to supple- oh
ment seasonal inadequa-
cies, Fleming suggests us- O
ing food plots over feeders,
if one can afford them.
“Plant rye grass and clo-
ver, and you'll help your deer, too,” Winston
said. Clover, he explains, especially makes a
good winter crop for hens, because it pro-
vides Vitamin A for egg shell development.
“And, if you think your turkeys are going to
have to travel to find food, you might really
want to think about food plots,” he adds.
“The less turkeys go searching somewhere
else for their food, the better chance they've
got of surviving”
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Up in the Piney Woods,
Winston showed me an open
area at least 200 feet across,
plentiful with blue stem, sun-
light and furnished with an impoundment,
which he affectionately calls, “The Duck
Pond.” This is where the East Texas rancher
sees the most turkeys on a regular basis.

“This is a popular area,” he said with a
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sweep of the hand. And no wonder. Ac-
cording to Isabelle, in addition to water,
herein lies everything a turkey would want:
“It offers a diverse habitat, a lot of native
vegetation, a hardwood ridge to the west,
and to the east, a pine forest. They really
like to roost up in that hardwood forest, es-
pecially in the spring. Then the toms come
down into that open area and court the fe-
males. This area offers the perfect combo
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THIS OPEN AREA WITH GOOD BRUSH and forb diversity prtmdas excellent nesting and
brooding habitat for Rio Grande wild turkeys on the Temple Ranch.

of resources of what a turkey needs.” Wide
openings in the forest play especially im-
portant roles during the spring and sum-
mer, those warm months when the birds
chomp and chow down on both plant mat-
ter and protein-rich insects. In addition,
such openings provide key places for court-
ship activities.

In the fall and winter months, the birds
rely primarily on
the mast produced
by the hardwoods,
usually found along
streamside manage-
ment zones (SMZs).
Winston said, “SMZs
are drainage areas with hardwoods. We
take good care of our SMZs for lots of rea-
sons, but one is because it’s really good for
the turkeys. In these areas, the water gets
filtered naturally, so it's real clean. SMZs
provide travel corridors, feeding areas and
roosting areas. In other words, food, water
and cover for the turkeys”

And, while “SMZ” is a term used in tim-
ber regions, Sanders uses a similar manage-
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ment concept on the Temple Ranch since
the turkeys hang around the main creek
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go to nest. “Even though San Diego Creek
manager in South Texas is always hus\ runs seasonally” Sanders said, “This area is

where things will recharge when the creek

gc tlln” I'eE d(l\ l( r h& next (ll H[]Uht ' flows. The truth is that San Diego Creek is
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the reason we've got turkeys here”

But since this is South
Texas, the word “creek”
can be a bit mislead-
ing. “One of my goals
as a manager, Sanders
shared, “has been to get
water across the ranch.
We've put in concrete
troughs and pipes that
drip into San Diego
Creek so that we have

_hb—- T water sources about one-
‘ - =l an. half of a mile apart, the

l !‘ l- . ' idea being that nothing

should have to travel

over one-fourth of a
mile for water” Then,
with a chuckle he added,
“Theres a well-known
phrase that says that ev-
ery wildlife manager in
South Texas is always
busy getting ready for
the next drought”

Another South Tex-
as challenge is lack of
roosts. “Over the years,
we've lost a lot of our
roosting habitat,” Sand-
ers said. “Because of
droughts, we've lost
about 75 percent of the
sugar hackberries that
the Rio Grandes prefer
along our drainage. So,
we came up with the idea
of putting up artificial
roosts.”

Currently, the Temple
Ranch has three of what
Sanders calls the “wind-
mill type” (the first kind
he tried) and 18 of the
ones he refers to as the
“telephone pole type”
He says the turkeys use
all 21 of them without
seeming to prefer one
kind over another. And,
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THE TEMPLE RANCH has 18 “telephone pole” artificial roosts.

for making the branches on the roosts,
anders explained, “I give ‘em a variety of
zes to sit on, and it seems like they’ve used
Il of ‘em. Anything from a round dowel
> a 2x4 on edge to a three-inch fence post

»

ze.
When I asked how he chose the locales
r the roosts, he told me: “Because of the
abitat around them, and many times, be-
ause a hackberry used to be there. Also, 1
nsider whether or not they can easily get
) it. Can they fly down from it into a clear
ace where they feel safe? Some people
1y you need to incorporate a roost into a
nch of trees. But if you watch a turkey,
ou’ll see that theyll sit right on the edge of
really thin branch and sway in the wind,
> they aren't real covered up anyway, and
> [ haven't found that to be true.
“I'm also experimenting by planting some
ost trees to see how they do. I've started
planting about 30 desert elm. Since the
lueces River bottom has those and a lot of
rkeys, I'm going to give them a try and see
hat they do”

Suddenly, a gust of wind whistled across
afless branches of winter mesquite. The
des grew darker, and Sanders smiled
d inhaled deeply. “Ah, I love the smell

freshly burnt country, especially when
ere’s thunder in the distance.”

Just then, a host of toms and jakes some-
here to the northwest let out a chorus of
obbles. Sanders shook his head, clearly

kled. Thunder pealed again. Again, the

bbles sounded, but that time with more OPEN AREAS spread throughout the landscape provide important display areas for gobblers.
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Phots by Jenny Sanders

A THREE WEEK old burmn near San Diego Creek begins to green
up, attracting insects that will be crucial for poult development.

elish. “When they get worked up like this, I
ould just yelp with my mouth, and y’all would

ink I was an expert turkey caller;” Sanders
ITins.

Again the thunder, and again the echo of
jobbles. “Those were the jakes” Sanders was
huckling. “Jakes will go on like a bunch of

I chuckled, too, thoroughly enjoying this B 53 EA , :if_ SO " L e
owl-weather song, thinking to myself, “Watch i _ M

y - A RIO GRANDE HEN and her poult search for food. Poults rely on insects for protein, which is impor-
out Johnny Cash, you've got yourself some se- tant for their development.
ious competition.” @&

15t Date: June 20-22, 2011 Where; Dobbs Run Ranch, Rocksprings, TX
z2nd Date: August 1-3, 2011 Where: Camp Allen, Navasota, TX



