A Conversation with O’Neill Williams
By: Keith Gilmer


On a rainy day in April I had the opportunity to have a conversation with O’Neill Williams, we talked about hunting, fishing, kids, and the importance of an education. O’Neill is one of us, a down to earth, hard working, loves to fish and hunt kind of guy. 

Celebrating twelve years on the air in May, he has proven he is here to stay. When I asked O’Neill for this interview he was gracious and was glad for the opportunity to speak to our readers, however after reading what he had to say I think we will be the ones saying thank you.

Keith: What’s O’Neill Williams up to these days?

O’Neill: We produce twenty six outdoor shows for “O’Neill Outside”; it’s on nation wide in over eighty million homes, on three networks. I produce twenty six shows, thirteen of those fishing, thirteen hunting, and it’s on year round. We also produce twenty six blocks of outdoor shows called “Southern Outdoors”. That show is on FSN, the old Sports South Network, in eight states. I’m pretty busy with the production of fifty two shows a year.

Keith: O’Neill, you being one of the originators of outdoor shows, and you being from Georgia, how did you get your start in the outdoor media?

O’Neill: I was a tournament fisherman in regional and statewide tournaments. I had reasonable success, this was of course in the 70’s. I won the Georgia Bass Angler Championship in 1977 and 1978, it was sort of a minor league point championship thing. I had some sponsors, then a fellow telephoned me one time, and they worked for the old Metro Channel, Prime Network in downtown Atlanta. He said he wanted to do an interview show on the outdoors. The first show was a local interview, it lasted fifteen minutes, went into a total of 60,000 households, and maybe 100 people saw it. That was in 1981.

Keith: And since then it has really taken off.

O’Neill: At Metro we called it, “Fishing in Georgia”, “Southern Fishing”, we called it “Adventures Afield”, “Reel Adventures”, and we finally settled on “O’Neill Outside”. That was when it was national, it’s been on fifty two weeks a year for the last twelve years.

Keith: How about your radio show?

O’Neill: The radio show is on WSB on Saturday mornings from four to six, that is called “O’Neill Outside Radio”. It’s live, and I have an audience of about 400,000. It’s been the highest share rated program in all of Atlanta radio for the last twelve years.
Keith: You never thought that would happen, did you?

O’Neill: No, I’ve got to tell you I thought radio was a lead pipe cinch. Fishermen just love to talk. You know it’s “What you catching”, “Where you been”, “How did you do”, fishermen are just naturally gregarious when it comes to their sport. Hunters aren’t as gregarious. 

With the WSB signal at 50,000 watts, twenty four hours a day, being four to six AM, that show actually covers the entire eastern seaboard. So as I said the radio show has an audience of 400,000, the audience for the television show, with recent ratings in the fourth quarter of 2004, we yield an audience of about 750,000 a week.
Keith: If someone wanted to pursue a career in the outdoors, such as you did, what advice would you give them?

O’Neill: Go to college first. This is a business, this is not about being a good fisherman,  it’s not about being an accomplished hunter and woodsman, this is a business. I graduated from Emory in 1965, and believe me, I spend seventy five percent of my time with the management recruiting sponsors and their business. Having an outdoor show, or an outdoor radio show is minor to the business itself. If there is no one to pay for it, you will not be successful. I get an e-mail every week from someone who says they have a radio or television show they are going to start. Believe me, I encourage it, we need more good shows. I wish every one of them was a fantastic, well produced program, that paid their bills and handled it like a business. All too often they are not. They will call and say they have a show starting in September, and I’ll say great. Who’s your sponsor? They then say, we don’t have any sponsors yet, but we are going to get them. Of course I never hear from them again.
Keith: It’s a dog eat dog world, just like any other business, maybe even more so.

O’Neill: Well you have to stay in touch. I was always in the food business, and it’s only in the last eight years that I did this by itself. For years I had a television show and got paid thirty five dollars a week, and when I started on radio I made fifteen dollars a week. People would say, you have got to be crazy. You get up at 2:30 in the morning, go downtown, you’re on the air, and you make fifteen dollars a week? Why do you do that? I’d say, just hold on, just wait, lets see what it turns out to be. Now it’s certainly been worth while.
Keith: Well we are certainly proud of you and glad for you. O’Neill, what’s your favorite outdoor activity?

O’Neill: Fishing. Fishing is not as consumptive as hunting is. Fishing you can catch and release, hunting is a close second. I think the greatest hunt in the world is for the Eastern wild turkey. You have to be accomplished at so many more things to be a good turkey hunter. Woodsmanship, stealth, camo, call, response, shot placement, there is no other single big game animal in North America that combines all of those attributes in which you must master to be a successful turkey hunter.
Keith: A few weeks ago when we talked initially you were preparing for a Red Stag hunt in Argentina, how was that hunt?

O’Neill: It was a long trip. We were in the Patagonia area, a town called Bariloche. Patagonia is a mountain region, for lack of a better description it looks like Montana, Idaho, and Wyoming, its treeless rolling terrain. We would walk ten to twelve miles a day, there is lot’s of game. They call them stags, but I revert to elk terminology, I call them bulls. We would see thirty to fifty bulls a day and you’re always on foot. The bulls are a little larger than a mule deer, smaller than an elk, with real impressive antler presentation. I took three bulls while I was there, it’s an exciting hunt, and you have to be dedicated. We would leave in the morning on foot at six thirty, and not get back into camp until sometimes ten at night.
Keith: Did you hunt with a cartridge gun or a muzzleloader?

O’Neill: A muzzleloader. I only hunt with a muzzleloader for big game. I was using a .45 caliber muzzleloader with a 275 grain arrow tip bullet. I got real close and took the animal at about 105 yards.

Keith: You sound like my friend Jim Shockey.

O’Neill: Yeah that’s it, he hunts all over the place with a muzzleloader.

Keith: We are told that the number of hunters in Georgia is on the decline. What in your opinion, are some of the things we as hunters can and should do to increase participation in our sport?
O’Neill: We have to recruit the next generation ourselves. There is so much pressure on young people with computers, and so many other things for them to be able to do, that they are not being recruited for the outdoors. We have to do that through our bass clubs, through our hunting clubs, our skeet and trap clubs, and through organizations such as the “Next Generation Sportsmen”. A huge organization dedicated to that cause. The contributing factor I think is the fact that there are so many broken households. The poor ladies, these single mothers, they don’t have the expertise, or the inclination to take their sons and daughters to the field. I tell people on the radio show, if you are on your way to the lake today, the woods, or the farm, look at the seat next to you. If that seat next to you is empty, then you need to make sure you put a young person in that seat. It could be a son, daughter, granddaughter, the little kid from down the street whose dad doesn’t live at home. We have to do that or we are not going to have the people to pay for conservation. After all, hunters and fishermen foot the bill for conservation in this country, with out a doubt. If there are no hunters my whole life is nothing but a cliché. The cliché I land a lot on is, “If there are no hunters, there will be no game. If there are no fishermen, there will be no fish”. Believe me, The Fund for Animals, PETA, and the HSUS does nothing for conservation.
Keith: Do you view the lack of participation by young people as the biggest obstacle the outdoor sports face today?

O’Neill: Absolutely. Fishing license sales might be keeping up with the population, but hunting is not. Part of that is the image. As hunters we have to constantly protect our image, because political correctness is about to get us.

Keith: What’s your most memorable hunting or fishing experience?

O’Neill: I have been able to take some awful exotic trips over the years. The most exciting hunting trips are out west for mule deer, elk, bear, and such. Yet the trip that I mention the most, the trip I tell people most about, that I am most proud of, is a turkey hunting trip with my grandson. When he was twelve years old, up in north Georgia, He took the second highest scoring Eastern wild turkey ever, in the world. He shot him with a muzzleloader.
The other trips I enjoy most are going with him. I go fishing with him and he catches, and then releases an eight pound bass. He was only eight years old. That’s somebody who is going to be a good sportsman.

Keith: What do you think is the most overlooked outdoor opportunity in Georgia?

O’Neill: I would have to say trout fishing. In the mountains of north Georgia we have some of the most fantastic trout fishing on the whole east coast. We are so focused on bass and all that, we just don’t take the time to do all we should to get more people involved. It’s relatively easy to be successful, you don’t have to have a forty thousand dollar bass boat, all you need is an inexpensive fly rod and off you go.
Keith: There seems to be a lot of disagreement on the fifteen deer limit. I myself don’t think this is the answer, if it were up to you, how would you set the limits?

O’Neill:  I’m a real simpleton when it comes to limits and so forth. That being said, I’m no biologist, and I would tend every time, to do exactly and prescribe exactly to what the DNR and their professionals tell me. Every time, I am extremely patient, I don’t think there is any way that changing the limit one season will affect the deer herd. That takes years before you know if it’s working or not. If the DNR and their professionals feel that they can say we need to go up, that’s fine with me.
Keith: I agree to some extent, but I fail to see how anyone could eat fifteen deer a year.

O’Neill: Whatever it takes to get you in the woods. If that makes a difference, which I doubt, but if the DNR says were going to up the limit because they think it will get more people hunting, that’s OK by me. I don’t go out everyday and study the populations, I don’t know what the deer herd in Georgia looks like, so I’ll go with the professionals every time.
Keith: What is your opinion on hunting the high fence?

O’Neill: I’m against that, because of the image that it brings. Maybe if it was one mile square. Maybe, overall for a simple answer, the answer is no.

Keith: Your thoughts on baiting?

O’Neill: No.

Keith: Scopes on muzzleloaders?

O’Neill: Absolutely.
Keith: Cross bows during archery season?

O’Neill: I don’t care, that’s fine. If you need to go hunting, and that will get you into the woods, go for it.

Keith: What can we expect from O’Neill Williams in the future?

O’Neill: More exposure. Right now, currently with my television show, the radio program, I’m editor of Black powder guns and Hunting magazine, and my internet sight, I have 1.8 million people a week who see, hear, read, or go to my website.
In January 2006 my plans are right now are to put “O’Neill Outside Radio” on television, live. It will be on   Saturday mornings, and it will go over the entire southeast. It will be a live “O’Neill Outside Radio” show on television.

Keith: If you could hunt with any one person, past or present, who would it be?

O’Neill: I’d like to go with Gadabout Gaddis. That was probably the very first out door television show in the country. I think he called himself “The Flying Fisherman”. He was an old man who went all over the world hunting and fishing.

Keith: In closing, is there anything O’Neil Williams would like to say to the readers of Georgia’s Outdoor Adventures?

O’Neill: Take a kid fishing. Fill up that seat next to you with a child, and present the outdoors to him, instead of sitting in front of a computer or a television set.


Visit O’Neill Williams at his website at www.O’NeillOutside.com .

