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A total of 2,599 turkeys were registered from 206 towns from the state’s ten counties during the May 3-31, 2003 spring gobbler season.  During the previous year 2,633 turkeys were registered from 200 towns.  Therefore, the May 2003 season had a slight decrease in harvest of 34 turkeys or 1.3%.  Last year there were 2,595 gobblers and 38 bearded hens in the harvest.  This year there were 2,581 gobblers (-14) and 18 bearded hens (-10) in the harvest.

It was predicted that the May 2003 harvest would be somewhat less than the record May 2002 harvest, because of the below average productivity during summer 2002.  The guesstimate was 2,000 to 2,200 gobblers, so that the harvest of 2,600 was significantly better than expected.

The May 2003 harvest of 2,581 gobblers was comprised of 928 (36.0%) jakes, and 1,653 (64.0%) toms, for a juvenile/tom harvest ratio of 0.56, compared to a ratio of 1.10 the previous year.  It had been predicted that the number of juveniles might be less than the number of adult toms in the harvest, because of below average productivity summer 2002.  However, 0.56 was the lowest harvest ratio ever during the 24 years of hunting seasons.  Many towns registered double the number of toms, compared to jakes.

The statewide harvest of jakes dropped from 52.5% during May 2002 to 36.0% during May 2003, whereas the number of 2-year old toms increased significantly (29.8% vs. 47%).  It had been predicted there would be a large number of 2-year old toms in the May 2003 harvest because of the high productivity of summer 2001.

Opening day May 3rd (Saturday), recorded 665 gobblers of the total season harvest (25.8%), compared to 645 gobblers (25.1%) last year.  By the end of the opening weekend (May 3rd & 4th ) 40% of the season harvest was taken.  The next full week (May 5-11th) recorded another 32% of the season harvest.

Of the 13 Wildlife Management Units, 9 showed slight decreases in harvest from 2002 to 2003, and 4 showed slight increases.  The 3 WMUs in northern New Hampshire (units B, C1 and C2) newly opened to hunting, produced 59 gobblers.  The following three units had the highest harvests:  H1 (314), H2 (384), K (336), but the harvests in units D2, G, J2 are steadily increasing.  The highest harvest rates are in unit H1 (0.77), unit H2 (0.54), unit D2 (0.52) and unit K (0.52).  None of these units is yet close to a kill density of 1.0 gobblers per square mile.  Further, only 9 of the 206 towns registering turkeys had kill densities of > 1.0 gobblers per square mile, as compared to 9 of 200 towns the previous year.  Only 11 towns registered 30 or more gobblers.  A fall shotgun season is not recommended until spring harvest rates get better.

turkey measurements

Weights of adult gobblers were good, with many 20 pounds or better.  43 toms weighed 23 pounds or more.  The heaviest were two of 25½ pounds from Gorham and Nashua and one of 27 pounds from Effingham.

The longest beard was 11.75” on a 24 pound tom from Haverhill, followed by an 11½” beard from Brentwood, and another 11½ “ beard from Stratford.  There were a total of 14 toms which had beards 11 inches or more in length.

Compared to many states New Hampshire does not record many gobblers with long spurs.  Our turkey population is heavily hunted, and there are no “hidden sites” where a gobbler might live to a maximum old age.  Spur length is the best indicator of a gobbler’s age, much more so than weight or beard length.  There were N=44 toms with 1¼ spurs, and these are classified as 4 year olds.  Any gobblers with spur lengths greater than 1¼” are put in the category of 5 years or older.  There is no method as yet to exactly age a gobbler beyond this.  Hen turkeys which rarely have beards or spurs, can only be put in the two categories of juvenile or adult.  There were N=11 adult toms with spur lengths greater than 1¼“and were 5+ years old.  Of these, 5 had spur lengths of

1 3/8”, 5 had spur lengths of 1½”.  The longest spur was on a 21 pound tom with a 9 ½” beard from Newport, which had spurs of 1.688 (1 11/16”).

new area open to turkey hunting

A 2-week period (May 3-17) was open to spring gobbler hunting in more of northern Coos County, or units B, C1 and C2.  A total of 59 gobblers were taken from these three units.  It is a little hard to believe turkey hunting is taking place in Coos County with 136 gobblers (35 jakes and 101 toms) taken from 14 towns.  The western side of the county bordering the Connecticut River and Vermont, which has valley farmland, had some respectable harvests:  15 Dalton, 33 Lancaster, 22 Jefferson, 9 Northumberland, 11 Stratford.  The eastern side of the county bordering Maine, had some first time harvests of:  11 Gorham, 4 Shelburne, 5 Berlin, 4 Milan, 6 Dummer.

banded gobblers harvested

During February 2003 two flocks totaling 23 gobblers were trapped and leg-banded in the Milan/Berlin area.  The idea was to see what percentage might be harvested during the first season, and also get some measure of survivability.  More might have been trapped in the Stratford area but they temporarily crossed the Connecticut River into Vermont.  Of the 23 leg-banded gobblers, 5 were taken (21.7%) by hunters, during the May 2003 season.

During the two winters (2001 and 2002) telemetry research on radioed hens in towns in Sullivan County, 300+ turkeys were trapped.  Numerous gobblers were leg-banded.  During the May 2003 season 7 leg-banded gobblers were taken by hunters.

