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Turkey hunting is often a game 
of frustration.  Being constantly 
outwitted by a bird with only a 

fraction of our own brain mass is part 
of its addictive appeal.  Even during 
the best of times, turkey hunters come 
home empty-handed vastly more often 
than not.  This sense of failure seemed 
to be a permanent companion to most of 
Mississippi’s hunters last spring.  Many 
seasoned turkey hunters did not bring 
home a gobbler, and some of the state’s 
best-managed properties seemed to be 
void of birds.  The combination of suc-
cessively poor hatches, fewer adult gob-
blers, and rainy spring weather translated 
into a season widely regarded as one of 
the most frustrating in recent memory.  
Surveys conducted by MDWFP con-
firmed many hunters’ experiences.  The 
estimated 2015 statewide harvest was 
19,175 gobblers, which was the lowest 
since the late 1970s.   

The lone bright spot, however, for 
the 2015 spring was that were plenty of 
jakes.  The term “jake” is the name by 
which turkey hunters refer to first-year, 
juvenile males.  While juvenile gobblers 
are off limits for harvest by adult hunt-
ers, seeing them often foreshadows the 
future and gives hunters plenty of rea-
sons to smile.  Jakes become two-year-
old gobblers during the following year, 
and as two-year-olds, they do their best 

to take part in their first breeding season 
as fully developed adults.  Their vocal 
desire to mate usually works towards 
the hunter’s advantage.  For hunters, 
these are the perfect birds to run into on 
crisp spring mornings, and this is why 
jakes are such a welcome sight.  While 
they may not offer chances for harvest 
during their first year, jakes are a reli-
able indicator of two-year-old numbers 
the following year.  

As hunter reports streamed in by 
phone, email, and social media during 
the opening weeks of the 2015 turkey 
season, it was clear that a good num-
ber of jakes were roaming Mississippi’s 
woods.  Results of the MDWFP’s Spring 
Gobbler Hunting Survey indicated that 
jake observations increased in every re-
gion of the state compared to the prior 
year.  This should be a relief for turkey 
hunters anxious to overcome the bleak 
season they experienced last spring.  The 
Delta led all regions in jake observations.  
Encounters with juvenile gobblers in 
the Delta tripled over the previous year 
and were 54% above their long-term av-
erage.  Hunters in the Delta may be set for 
one of their better seasons in recent years, 
although impacts from winter floodwaters 
along the Mississippi River are difficult to 
assess right now and may affect flocks in 
some local areas.  
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Jake sightings were also strong in 
southwest Mississippi and nearly dou-
ble the previous year.  This traditional 
turkey stronghold seems poised to pro-
duce a higher harvest in 2016 compared 
to recent years.  Data for the east-central 
portion of the state is conflicting though.  
In the summer of 2014, the MDWFP’s 
brood survey suggested that this area 
led all others in turkey poult production, 
as it posted one of its best hatches in the 
past decade.  Unfortunately, this strong 
hatch did not result in a large increase 
of jake observations in 2015.  While 
the east-central region’s jakes were up 
slightly, they were still under the long-
term regional average, suggesting either 
the brood numbers for the region were 
inaccurate, or jake observations did 
not reflect the true population.  Either 
way, turkey season in the east-central 
region should be better than last year, 
but how much better will depend upon 
which survey most accurately assessed 
the population.  In both the northeastern 
and southeastern regions, juvenile gob-
bler observations increased nearly 40%, 
which should be more than enough to 
boost the 2016 harvest of both areas.      

Last year’s statewide increase in jakes 
was indeed good news and suggests 
that the 2016 season will undoubtedly 
be better than 2015, but we should not 
expect a boom year.  The bump in jakes, 
while substantial, merely elevated the 
figure closer to long-term averages 
for most areas.  Furthermore, gobbler 
numbers from summer surveys suggest 
that adult carryover was low through-
out most of the state, meaning that this 
year’s upcoming two-year-old crop (last 
year’s jakes) will comprise the bulk of 
gobblers available this season.  Qual-
ity hunting should be more common this 
season compared to last, but several good 
hatches are needed to make gobbler abun-
dance comparable to 5 – 10 years ago. 

Given the above concerns regard-
ing poor hatches, it is important to re-
port last summer’s reproduction.  Since 
1994, MDWFP has conducted a survey 
of the turkey hatch during June, July, and 
August.  The number of turkey poults 
counted during this survey gives an in-
dicator of overall expected turkey num-

bers for the upcoming season and also 
predicts the number of gobblers available 
for harvest during future years.  The 2015 
turkey hatch could best be described as a 
scattering of both good and bad.  Some 
regions, including much of south-central 
Mississippi and the northeastern end of 
the state, showed strong hatch numbers 
which were well above their 10-year av-
erage.  In other areas, such as the Delta, 
figures were not as encouraging due to 
mid-summer flooding.  Central Missis-
sippi fell somewhere in the middle, with 
some places showing signs of excellent 
reproduction while others lagged.  As 
a whole, brood data suggest that most 
areas should see similar numbers com-
pared to the last few years, while certain 
locales will witness a noticeable increase 
in the size of their flocks.  

The last few hunting seasons have 
been tough for many of the state’s hunt-
ers, but available data foretell a brighter 
picture for 2016. Statewide increases 
in jake observations last spring sug-
gest that encounters with gobbling long 
beards should be more frequent, and an 
average-to-good hatch throughout much 
of Mississippi last summer will likely 
translate into higher overall turkey 
sightings.  Although these assertions are 
promising, it is important to remember 
that success on any given morning relies 
on a number of factors.  Clear spring 
weather always helps, as does scouting 
to make sure you are in the right place.  
Predictions in this article are been based 
on region-wide data summaries, and 
may or may not be reflective of turkey 
numbers on a specific piece of property.  
Hunters hoping to consistently locate 
gobblers should focus on areas with 
good habitat that includes hardwood tim-
ber and well-managed uplands.  Areas 
lacking these features will rarely produce 
an abundance of the birds, regardless of 
nearby population swings. Mississippi is 
blessed to have a rich turkey hunting tra-
dition, and many hunters thrive on those 
few weeks each spring when they can 
test the wits of woods-wise toms. 

Adam Butler is the Turkey Program 

Coordinator for the MDWFP.
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Statewide assessment of the 2015 turkey hatch from 
the MDWFP summer brood survey.


