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This book is the product of the generosity of many people, who took the time out of their life to show a kid how to do things; the world would be a better place if more people were this generous.

Among those who taught me about trapping, certain names stick out, and I’d like to express my sincere gratitude, even though all these gentlemen have passed on. To David W. Miller, for showing me how to do just about anything, but especially about hunting and trapping. To Kingdom Proctor—my 4H leader—for handing a kid a bunch of used traps and inspiring a lifetime of adventure. To Harold Holsapple, the north country long-line professional trapper, for a plethora of insight and advice. To Harold (Pop) Ellis, for taking a young man coon hunting. And lastly, to my trapping partner Mike Drivas, with whom I spent so much time afield in the late 1970s and early 1980s.

—Philip J. Massaro, Linlithgo, New York, October 7, 2019





Foreword
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It goes without saying that I owe Phil Massaro a debt of gratitude for seeing my passion for trapping, my concern for the sport and its future, my commitment to family and tradition, and my utter respect for the animals … all animals.

Trapping was a sport that I was exposed to as a young boy, though I was removed from it for many years. Ironically, it was actually a writing career which brought me back into the trapping scene. I was on assignment, inking a story about a father-son duo who had been running a line together for over twenty years. That day, the fire inside of me was re-kindled, and it burned strong. Every fall since, I’ve spent more time overthinking a set or a specific critter than anyone should. But, that’s what trappers do. It’s a chess match, and every single day you need to think about your next move. It’s more than a game, though. It’s an art, the original art. Without trapping, what would’ve pushed settlers west? I think about the mountain men and settlers every time I pull a beaver from a trap. I can only dream of trapping back then.

Phil and I share the love of history, but it’s more than that for both of us. We spoke on the phone the other day, and talked about how trapping was a family “thing” for both of us. My uncle was the one who put steel in my hand, and showed me around the creeks and field edges. Phil’s dad was the one who showed him the ropes. The days of trapping with my uncle are long-gone, but I’ve passed the sport on to my children, who have both done more in trapping than I had even dreamt about at their age. They run a winter weasel line each year, after the ermine have all turned white. They’ve both trapped several foxes, beavers, coyotes, raccoons, and muskrats. My son, Tate, even has a bobcat under his belt. I hope that someday they have children of their own, and pass down the art of trapping. I hope that it spreads to their friends, like it has to my kids’ friends. I hope they all stumble across this book, and find something in it that helps elevate their ability to outsmart a critter on any given day.

We truly hope that you enjoy the book. It may have a title insinuating that it’s a book for beginners, but there are enough small tricks of the trade and personal observations that we believe everyone will pick up something from its pages. Whether you’re just looking to refine your coyote skills, or you want to learn how to begin a weasel line with your kids, the book has it all. Also included are stories of success and failure. If you’re a seasoned trapper, you’ll probably think there are parts of the book that are wrong, but like anything else in life, there are things to be learned no matter how experienced you may be. If you’ve been around trapping long enough, you’ll surely think to yourself that you’ve been in our shoes. You might even crack a chuckle. If you’re new to trapping, you might find pieces of the trapping scene that aren’t for you. You might find it controversial. No matter how you view it, we hope that you find it informative.

Thank you for picking it up; I hope that you can’t put it down. May the information in this book lead to as many happy trapping memories as I’ve had with my family.

—Matthew Breuer, outdoor author, Bemidji, Minnesota
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The authors, Philip J. Massaro and Philip P. Massaro.





Introduction
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The authors on safari in Tanzania.

First and foremost, we’d like to welcome you to “Trapping 101.” I say “we” because this book is a joint collaboration between yours truly—Philip P. Massaro—and my dear father, Ol’ Grumpy Pants—Philip J. Massaro. You see, I was raised hunting, fishing, and trapping with my dad, and while he split his time between running hounds, deer hunting, and running a trap line all fall and winter, I went on to become a big-game junkie. Now, that doesn’t mean that I didn’t enjoy trapping, but there are twenty-one years between us and the mid-1960s were not the mid-1980s. By the time I had a car, and the opportunity to run a trap line of my own, my father had established a land surveying business, and I began my apprenticeship to follow in his footsteps. However, for the previous two decades Grumpy Pants was obsessed with trapping, and I spent much of my youth helping him as best I could, and soaking up all the information I could.

Fast forward three decades to the present, and GP and I have been business partners in our land surveying business for fifteen years, and I have somehow found myself the author of five books on guns, ballistics, and hunting, as well as hundreds of magazine and Internet articles.

GP and I have been on safari together, and have hunted in the US and Canada together, but my second career has literally taken me around the world, having hunted four continents. Mind you, this is in no way a bragging session; it is an affirmation of my roots, as the farther I travel to hunt the remote places of the world, the more I appreciate those memories made with my father at home, at a young age, when we had little money.
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My brother Jamie with some raccoon hides, in the late 1970s.

At that time, the local world was as wild as anything I could’ve imagined, and to see my dad head off into the “wilds” with a basket full of steel, and then return with animals that a young man doesn’t see every day, was downright magical. While my first job as assistant involved unrolling and fluffing frozen muskrat hides—seven-year-old fingers get cold very quickly—it quickly progressed to field trips, helping with the skinning, checking traps, and more. This is more than a trip down memory lane, though. This book came to fruition as a direct result of those years GP and I trapped together.

In my opinion, the ultimate result of hunting, trapping, or fishing is more than meat in the freezer, fur on the stretcher, or horns on the wall; it is the collection of memories. Those memories made with my father as a youth, as well as the process of putting his knowledge onto paper throughout the writing of this book, are filed away as some of my favorites.

I want you to understand—throughout the educational and informational sections of this book—that when you read the word “I,” it will be referring to my father, as his knowledge and experience with trapping animals far eclipses mine.

He learned from experienced trappers old enough to be his father, guys who used the fur as a good part of their income each year, guys raised during the Great Depression and who knew how make do with little, and needed to use their heads to make things happen. Grumpy Pants absorbed that knowledge like a sponge as a young man just moved out of New York City, and built on this foundation through experimentation, discussion, and partnering with other trappers. He went on to be certified by the State of New York to teach trapper education—he and the other instructors gave me the course at ten years old—passing his knowledge to others, but that simply wasn’t enough for my father.

I had sat down to dinner in Las Vegas with none other than Skyhorse’s Jay Cassell—we were both attending the annual SHOT Show—when the topic of the Catskill Mountains came up. Jay had spent time there, and I explained how I had grown up in the shadows of those mountains. One thing led to another, and Jay indicated he needed a book on trapping; I excused myself from the dinner table, called my father, and set the deal up.

What you are about to read is my father’s collection of experiences condensed into an instruction manual; you are, no doubt, going to become a better trapper as a result of his education. The majority of his experience is here in the Northeast, and predominately in the Hudson Valley, so you may have to adjust some of the ideas slightly for your particular environment. I do know, after listening to my father discuss trapping with colleagues from around the country, that the practices are so similar that the adjustments in technique are minimal.

If you’ve purchased this book, you’re obviously interested in the art of trapping a furbearing mammal. I can think of no better teacher on the subject than my father. The art of outsmarting some of the wisest and wiliest animals nature has to offer requires diligence, dedication, and patience. I can pretty much guarantee that you’re going to make some mistakes along the way—Lord knows I have—but the answers are within the covers of this book. Each step outlined is there for a reason, and having trapped with dad, I can tell you there is no cutting of corners, not if you want to be a successful trapper, consistently. So without any further ado, I present to you Trapping 101. I sincerely hope that trapping, and the people you meet and experiences you have as a result of the sport, make as many happy memories for you as it has for my father and me.

—Philip Massaro 
Coxsackie, New York 
July 12, 2019
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Philip J. Massaro has been trapping since the mid-1960s.
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Philip P. Massaro has been trapping with his father since the early 1980s.






Part 1

The History of Trapping—A Legacy of Exploration
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Mankind has relied upon furs and skins for its survival, and durable clothing has invariably assisted in the survival of our species. As human beings migrated out of the tropical climates of eastern Africa and began to populate and explore the higher latitudes—where the weather was much less hospitable—fur played a very important role in our evolution and survival. The use of fur—along with bones, sinew, antlers, claws, and quite obviously meat—extended the life of humans and decreased infant mortality. It also allowed mankind to stay warm in an era when fire was utilized, though in a most inefficient manner, as the campfire isn’t exactly a wood-burning stove, and a hide teepee doesn’t have the greatest insulation value. Trapping—in one form or another—has been around almost as long as man has been on the earth. Native Americans used the pit trap, deadfalls, and snares, the Chinese documented the use of nets and pits in the fourth century B.C., and virtually every civilization can exhibit some example of the use of a trap in one form or another to procure meat, hides, or fur.

The fur trade across Europe was dominated by the Russian markets, which provided furs to the greater part of western Europe and Asia during the Middle Ages, which prompted the exploration of Siberia and its game-rich forests. Early on, the furs of beaver, wolf, and fox made up the bulk of the market, but as exploration pushed in the northern areas, furs of sable, lynx, and Arctic fox were added to the lineup. By the 1500s, Europe had drastically over-hunted and exploited her natural resources—including her population of furbearing mammals—and relied on importation and trade for their fur supply. Siberia was a major supplier, and the international value of fur made it a highly valuable commodity. Like our own country, the settling of Siberia can be directly tied to the pursuit of furbearers; many of those early outposts evolved into villages and cities that are thriving to this day.

The settling and westward expansion of our country in the sixteenth through nineteenth centuries can be directly tied to the natural resources this great land has to offer, and furbearing animals played a huge role in our history.
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An old-time trapper.

Here in North America, sailors on the island of Newfoundland were trading metal goods for beaver and otter pelts in the 1570s; one hundred years later, the Hudson’s Bay Company was founded, by English Charter of King Charles II, in 1670. (As a note, the company exists to this day, as a chain of retail stores.) However, their primary business—from the time they were formed until commercial depression of the mid-nineteenth century—was the fur trade, and they were a dominating force in North American fur trapping. Hudson’s Bay Company, at one point in time, owned what was known as Rupert’s Land, which comprised the majority of middle Canada surrounding Hudson’s Bay, as well as parts of Montana, the Dakotas, and Minnesota. The endeavor had proved itself worthy by procuring over £1,200 in fur in 1668–9, and exploration into the undiscovered valleys and mountain ranges of North America immediately commenced. Forts were established on the fringes, in order to fill the huge demand for fur, as beaver especially was in high demand. The soft under-fur of the beaver hide was prized by the millinery industry, and the beaver-felt hat was in vogue throughout Europe from the mid-1500s up until the mid-1800s, when it was replaced by the silk hat. The practice of felting beaver fur began when Europeans had traded for the well-worn beaver pelts of the Indians, and that wear exposed the thick, inner fur below the guard hairs. The inner fur could be easily sheared and felted for hat making; that fashion boom, which would last three centuries, was fueled primarily by American beaver pelts.

So plentiful were the furbearing mammals of the northern climes that men would risk life, limb, and the comforts of any semblance of civilization in order to trap in the wilds of an unsettled wilderness. Names like Jim Bridger, Jedidiah Smith, James Beckwourth, Jim Baker, Joseph Meek, Jean Baptiste Charbonneau, and William Henry Ashley bring to mind not only the great explorers and settlers of the American West, but tie in the importance of fur trapping to the westward expansion. Many of our major cities in the Midwest were founded as small trading outposts, with their primary reason for existence being the fur trade.

Early mountain men used the numerous rivers and streams as highways into the West, and as the population of beaver and other furbearers began to dwindle, they would push farther and farther into the unknown. Between 1825 and 1840, the mountain man Rendezvous was an annual event where all those adventurous souls would gather together, to sell their furs, resupply for the following season, share stories of the year’s experiences, and perhaps pull a cork or two. These were a rough breed of men, risking life and limb in the cold rivers and streams, often spending months alone in a harsh wilderness, dealing with not only hostile Indians, but grizzly bears, mountain lions, and some of the worst weather possible.

Fur was so valuable that it became a monetary unit. Just as a dollar is called a “buck”—because a buckskin was equal in value to one dollar—fur was a medium of monetary value. The “made beaver” was Hudson’s Bay Company’s moniker for one male beaver pelt, itself a unit of monetary exchange, and eventually issued “made beaver” coins.

While the coins were only of value within the company and its employees, they eventually came in denominations of one beaver, one-half beaver, one-quarter beaver, and one-eighth beaver, and the system had an exchange rate to the British pound sterling. This allowed the frontier businessmen to trade with the indigenous peoples at a common rate, stabilizing the local economy. The made beaver coins came into common usage in the 1850s, when the number of actual available beaver pelts had seriously declined.
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Hudson’s Bay Company coins.


The first modern trap was the long spring leghold trap, put into production with uniform, replaceable parts by Mr. Sewell Newhouse, a blacksmith from Oneida County, New York in the early 1850s.
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A lineup of Newhouse trap.

All the parts for a Newhouse trap were hand forged and rigorously inspected for flaws and uniformity. Being able to have parts of uniform dimension, interchangeable with other traps of the same size, was much appreciated by the trapping community, and by the end of the decade, Mr. Newhouse’s traps were so popular that he would go on to sell hundreds of thousands of his traps. Even though the era of the fur boom on the frontier was over—at least for the huge beaver market—Newhouse would become a household name in the trapping industry. Prior to his standardization of the trap sizes and component dimensions, a leghold trap was a hand-forged affair, usually made to the best of the maker’s ability, and from the best materials available, though it was difficult to repair or replace parts in the field.

The Oneida Iroquois would eventually leave New York, and as they were very friendly with Sewell Newhouse, they would play a role in spreading the word about the effectiveness of his trap design, as well as the quality of a Newhouse trap. Demand stayed high for Newhouse’s traps, and the brand name and design thrives to this day.
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An early Newhouse trap.

Canadian inventor Frank Conibear made his mark on the trapping world by perfecting the body-gripping trap in the 1950s. Conibear’s design takes the animal by the neck or body, either breaking the neck for an instantaneous kill, or grabbing them by the body and quickly suffocating the animal. Though there are many different brand names of body-gripping traps, they are all commonly referred to as Conibears. His invention would be accepted as one of the most humane ways to dispatch a furbearing animal; if set properly, a Conibear will kill even the largest beaver, and it became a favorite of trappers for nearly every animal other than fox, coyote, and wolves.
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Frank Conibear’s body-gripping trap.

Furs were not just used as luxury items for the rich, as they could be traded among the frontier people for firearms, knives, kettles, medicine, and other essentials. Though the greatest demand for fur was for the European hat trade, its value to mankind was clearly evident in the common usage of native furs in many of the indigenous tribes, a practice which remains to this day. I have used caribou fur mittens in Quebec when the temperatures dropped below -20°F. The Inuit and other Indians of the higher latitudes still rely on native furs; many musk ox hunters have been outfitted with the fur outerwear of their native guides, as it has proven to be warmer than any of the man-made synthetic gear. It’s certainly a throwback to the time when natural fur was the best solution to surviving in the coldest of environments.

As the beaver-felt hat fell out of vogue, the nineteenth century demand for fur plummeted, and the era of the mountain man was over. However, the tradition of trapping fur was carried on by sportsmen across the nation. I was raised in a household where trapping was a staple; I watched my father—whose words will dominate this book—work a full-time job as a land surveyor, and run himself ragged running both coon hounds and a trap line. He and Mom started a family at a very young age, and though I was the oldest, I didn’t realize until I got much older exactly how many Christmases and birthdays were paid for with the fur he had trapped or hunted. The exportation of fur to Russia in the late 1970s made for a very lucrative market during those years. I was only six or seven years old when it became my job to help stretch muskrat and raccoon hides (I wasn’t allowed to touch the highly valuable red foxes and coyotes), and I clearly remember the long lines when the fur buyer used to come to Ralph’s Gun Shop in Germantown, where a modern mountain man rendezvous would be held once a month or so. I also remember how proud I was of my father, when he’d bring in the best lot of fur. Other trappers would gather round, compare notes with Dad, and ask for advice; as a young kid it made me look at my father in the light that all little boys should: as a hero.
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The open places are constantly shrinking.

Trapping had been taught to him by those older sportsmen who rightfully took him under their wing—you see, my father was born in the concrete jungles of New York City and moved to rural upstate New York at ten years of age—where he learned how to hunt, fish, trap, and farm. That was handed to me as a youth, and had a huge influence on my love of the outdoors. However, by the mid-1980s, that Russian market dwindled, and we saw the decline of both trappers and houndsmen. Rabies became a real problem in the late 80s and early 90s, and the sight of rabid raccoons in the daylight, as well as rabid coyotes and foxes, was not uncommon. Farms began to be sold off and subdivided in our area—the Hudson Valley saw a boom in real estate, and the New York City transplants gobbled up many of the farms that were in their respective families for generations—and many of the hunting and trapping lands were now off limits. Yet, my father continued to trap; simply put, it is in his blood.

Though the conveniences of modern life have all but bred the instinct to trap, hunt, and fish out of society, there remain a good number of us who want to experience that older, more primitive way of life, and who aren’t embarrassed to admit the blunt fact that all of our food was alive at one time. A good trapper, like a good hunter or angler, fully understands the circle of life, and becomes a steward of nature. The modern traps, lures, and accessories only aid in the common desire: to embrace our roots and enjoy the wild places that remain on God’s green earth.

Let’s not try to fool ourselves; we Homo sapiens are undeniably at the top of the food chain, and with that position comes a responsibility to properly utilize the natural resources of our planet. By studying the history of trapping we can gain several valuable lessons: how to properly utilize the population of furbearing animals, how to learn the habits of those animals, and (by not repeating the gluttonous over-harvesting of animals of past centuries) how to ensure that there will be animals left to trap for our grandchildren.

The world is shrinking, and as we humans continue to increase our population and encroach on the wild places, the available habitat for wildlife will inevitably shrink. The balance of nature is drastically affected by mankind, and the system of checks and balances must be implemented by man. The preservationist mentality has not worked out well, historically speaking, and trapping has been an effective tool for as long as our recorded history will indicate. It is up to us to make the history of our time here, and as trappers we can make it a positive era.

Every time you boil your traps, or strap on a pack basket, you are undoubtedly touching history. You, as a trapper, are entrusted to carry on that history, to enjoy it yourself, and to pass it on to those younger than you in order to continue that history. Never again will we have the era of westward exploration, where we found an untamed land filled with game that was unfamiliar with man, yet the wild places that those who came before us had the wisdom to protect remain a haven for both the game and those who pursue it. There are a million excuses not to get your butt outdoors, especially in this modern world, but I promise you this: The memories and friends made while trapping in the woods and fields, forests and mountains, will be some of the most precious you’ll have in your old age.

The Ethics of Trapping

The trapping of an animal has become quite the controversial topic in today’s politically correct world; animal rights groups and their activists have damned the sport—along with hunting, fishing, and any other activity that doesn’t meet their standards. Undoubtedly, the world has changed, yet the realities do not change with it, and I know that trapping can be a very useful tool for controlling pests and predators alike. However, in this modern era, we sportsmen and women need to police ourselves, and put our best foot forward.

Trapping, when performed by a diligent and responsible individual, is very effective. Responsibility is the key, as we are all under the microscope in the twenty-first century, what with social media and the generation of knee-jerk reactionaries. The last thing any respectable trapper wants is to cause undue suffering; it is our job to make sure that before the first trap is set, we have committed ourselves to being thorough, as well as dedicated. Leaving an animal in a trap because you’re tired, preoccupied, or otherwise committed is no excuse; you need to be dedicated to checking your trap line twice a day, and if that isn’t a possibility, spring or pull your traps.
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The authors checking a dirt hole set from the road with the aid of binoculars. Checking traps frequently prevents undue suffering.

Leaving an animal in a trap is not only unethical, but gives all the ammunition possible to the enemies of trapping, and puts us all in a very negative light. I liken trapping to being a dairy farmer; the cows don’t understand when you’re tired or sick, or about Christmas and birthday celebrations. Same goes for trapped animals, in that you simply owe it to the animal to quickly dispatch it or set it free.

I’ve seen trappers become over-eager with the size and/or length of their trap line, and biting off more than they could chew, with regard to available time. They would then struggle to check the traps in a timely fashion, and things would invariably fall apart. The size and number of sets in your trap line are directly correlative to the amount of time you have to responsibly handle them, and it’s one of those instances in which you have to be completely honest with yourself.

Game laws need to be strictly adhered to, as do property rights. Getting caught trespassing isn’t worth the prettiest fox, mink, or coyote, and if you obtain permission from a landowner to trap on his or her land, do everything in your power to make sure that landowner is happy to have had you on their property. Remember, your actions will influence the landowner’s judgment of trappers, and will depend on whether or not future trappers will have a chance to participate in the sport. Our world is shrinking daily, and the room for pursuit of wild animals is shrinking with it. Therefore, access to private lands is becoming a commodity, and our behavior matters. A landowner doesn’t want troubles, be it from a game warden investigating a violation, or having the neighbor’s cat caught in a trap. So as a trapper, the best piece of advice I can offer is to be as honorable as possible, setting the example for other trappers, and helping to give trapping a good name.

Become proficient in releasing an animal from a trap (see the instructions in the Tips section of this book), so that the unwanted animals can survive unharmed. Avoid trapping in populated areas, where the possibility of catching house pets is a reality, and avoid making a set in a conspicuous area where passersby may see your animal in the trap before you have a chance to check it. This is not to say that we must hide or excuse the sport of trapping, but we should take steps to make the sport respectable, and any sort of laziness or disregard for the game laws or for the life of an animal will do nothing but further the agenda of those seeking to abolish trapping.

The bleeding hearts will proclaim the use of a leghold trap is cruel. Well, nature is cruel, life is cruel, and when we set out to understand the way nature works, those statements become quickly evident. A coyote can and will eat dozens of fawns each spring, just as skunks and raccoons will clean out a nest of turkey or grouse eggs in a heartbeat. Predators feed on the prey, and without some sort of control, the balance can easily be disturbed. An overabundance of predators can have a devastating effect on a good number of game species, and while hunting the predators can be an effective means of controlling the predator population, these are extremely smart and primarily nocturnal animals.

In addition, the condemnation of wearing fur has been a real issue in the last couple decades, though fur seems to be making a comeback as of late. Wearing an animal’s skin has been an integral part of the survival of mankind, and just as we have a near-inexplicable attraction to both antlers and ivory, we have the same attraction to fur. There are those who feel terribly guilty about the killing of an animal for its fur, and while those same people will deem fur as a luxury or frivolity, it has historically made the difference between death and life for those in the extreme cold climes.

Ethically, we live in two worlds at once. We consider ourselves completely civilized, yet when the weather turns one way or another, or the electricity goes out, we return to primitive ways in a very short amount of time. Our civilized nature breaks down quickly, and things as simple as procuring a food source can become a challenge for those without the skills to handle a gun and a knife.

Trapping pits the wits of a human being against the superior senses of smell, sight, and hearing of the predator species, with we humans often coming out on the losing end of the equation.

The Public Image of Trapping

Our modern world is a topsy-turvy place; the recent wave of political correctness has all of us on eggshells, nearly apologizing for our own existence on the planet. While I believe this to be a bunch of hogwash, we outdoorsmen and women need to portray a positive public image. The animal rights activists—a fanatical, misinformed, and overzealous lot—are well organized, and will use any means necessary to put an end to hunting, fishing, and trapping. Their preservationist mentality is just silly; we humans have populated the majority of the planet, and the wildlife—from mice to elephants—has been forced to deal with that fact.

Trappers, much like hunters, need to be conservationists, as stewards of the land and its wildlife. You will see trapping referred to as barbaric, with the animal rights activists labeling you as cruel, selfish, ignorant, and many other adjectives that are not allowed to be printed in this book. Please understand that social media and the immediate access to Internet information puts us all under the microscope, and once an image is placed online, it is very difficult to remove it.

Advertisements showing skewed images of an animal suffering in a trap are a favorite of the ARAs, playing on the heartstrings of those people who rarely leave the comforts of their home, and have little idea how nature truly works. They choose to ignore the hard facts, not wishing to understand or even discuss the cruel effects of overpopulation and disease among the predators and target animals, let alone the effect that an overpopulation of predators and scavengers can have on the other species of wildlife. An overabundant population of skunks, raccoons, and opossums will wreak havoc on the nesting sites of the various game birds, just as an overabundant population of foxes, coyotes, bobcats, and fishers will decimate the deer fawns. These predators must be managed in order to give balance to the other species, and whether or not a person is comfortable with the idea of using a trap to remove the surplus population of predators, it remains one of the most effective tools available.
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King George III, adorned in fur.

You, the trapper, should hold your head high, yet behave in a manner that is respectable and an example for other trappers to follow. Again, this crazy world—all too often hypocritical—wishes to ignore the fact that were it not for hunting, trapping, and fishing, many of our ancestors would have perished in the wilds. In spite of what the politically correct faction would indicate, all of our food sources, including vegetables, were alive at one point in time, and in order to become food, that life had to be extinguished. Furbearing animals are a renewable resource, just as deer or evergreen trees are, and the brutal fact is that wonderful forests were cut down, the land tilled, and the wildlife driven off just to grow a crop of fruits or vegetables. Furbearing animals are as important as any other species, and whether we want to feel guilty about it or not, mankind is the dominant species on the planet. Sitting in the comfort of your home, staying warm by burning oil or using the products of a coal-burning electric plant, and eating the food necessary to sustain you—having a farmer or butcher do your dirty work for you—while proclaiming that the outdoorsman, whether a hunter, trapper, or fisherman, is a barbarian from an ignorant age is completely hypocritical.

In fact, the complete opposite way of thinking is closer to the truth. Farmed fur, poultry, and livestock leads a much poorer life than does a wild animal, and—apparently unbeknownst to the animal rights activists—no hunter, trapper, or fisherman wants to take the last of any species he or she pursues. Simply put, the true sportsman does more to propagate the species they are pursuing than anyone else. Our license fees pay to preserve lands, giving the wildlife room to live, and us the opportunity to enjoy the bounty of the land as our forefathers did, and there is absolutely nothing wrong with that.

Those fanatics who choose to become aggressive and confrontational with a sportsman or with those who choose to wear fur must be dealt with carefully. I would recommend joining an organization that has access to legal representation that is experienced in the legalities and prosecution of those fanatics who choose to take matters in their own hands. Many states have passed legislation which protects the sportsman from harassment, and I wish that the Federal Government would follow suit, passing a blanket law which allows the ethical, law-abiding sportsman to pursue his or her passion unmolested. Remember, in these volatile times, the positive image of the outdoorsman is more crucial than ever, and it is ultimately up to us to portray that image.

I have noticed that the wearing of fur garments—coats, vests, muffs, and fur-trimmed clothing—has become fashionable once again, with many designers of fashion wear embracing real fur. Though the topic remains a hot bed for argument, mankind has always embraced fur, either as a necessity or a luxury. Members of the radical animal rights groups like PETA and Animal Liberation Front have, in the past, gone so far as throw paint on people wearing a fur coat, and one fashion designer had a radical activist put a dead raccoon on her plate while dining at a prominent restaurant. This type of behavior is not only illegal, but immoral. To combat this effect, I believe that we outdoorsmen and women need to band together, and joining the membership of one of the major organizations is an effective means of doing just that. The National Trappers Association and Fur Takers of America are just two examples of well-organized outfits that fight for our rights as sportsmen, and the cost of a membership to one of these groups is a worthy investment. Just as it is in the hunting world, no organization is perfect, but the collective is much more powerful than the individual.

Education has proven to be an effective tool, and will continue to be the best means we have to sway the public opinion. Don’t be afraid to properly educate yourself, so when someone asks about the sport of trapping, you can intelligently answer questions, in order to show the benefits of the sport. Take a kid trapping; as a hunter, shooter, trapper, and outdoorsman, I feel I have a personal obligation to share the wisdom I’ve gathered, and hand that down to a youngster just as it was handed down to me.

Each year, the antis try to get legislation passed to diminish or abolish the rights of trappers; in 2017, for example, Montana voted on I-177, a ban on trapping. The antis insist that the “majority of Montanans oppose trapping,” yet the vote showed that by a margin of almost two to one, Montanans support trapping, and sportsmen alike. However, without the constant support of the various organizations—the Montana Trappers Association came out strong for this one—sooner or later the antis will gain a foothold, and once they do it is awfully difficult to undo it.

Only we can combat the misnomer of “barbarism” associated with trapping; we need to do everything in our power to ensure that traps are checked at least once daily, in order to dispatch and collect or release trapped animals to minimize any undue suffering. All animals die, that is a fact of life, but as fur was shunned by the bleeding hearts, both mange and rabies became a serious issue. To watch an animal die that slow, painful, agonizing death is a terrible experience, but one that the animal rights activists generally refuse to concern themselves with, as it isn’t visible from the comforts of their home. These diseases can be transmitted quickly to domestic livestock and household alike, not to mention the legitimate threat of transmission to humans. Rabid raccoons, foxes, and coyotes have been known to end the life of our beloved pets, as well as biting children. At that stage, many who are opposed to trapping will throw their hands in the air, asking why no one has done something about this problem.

Here in upstate New York, a black bear took an infant off the deck of a house, killing the baby. Population control—in this instance by hunting—might have saved the life of that baby. Though this may be an extreme example, many people are forced to go through the long and painful process of shots required to combat rabies each year, as a result of overpopulation of predators. To reiterate, the sportsman’s goal is not the eradication of any species, but the healthy balance of nature, and the sensible utilization of the renewable resources.
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