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Introduction

I listened for my prey as I slipped quietly through the woods. The crunching of dry autumn leaves as a gray squirrel bounded from one tree to another was easy to recognize, even for an eight-year-old. Though I had tagged along on many squirrel hunts, this was the first trip on which I was allowed to carry my own shotgun.


The setting for this early safari was an old roadbed that coursed through the woodlot behind our home in the mountains of North Carolina. As I neared the end of the path, the sound of a bushy-tail scurrying about grew louder. I went into stealth mode, standing as still as a statue. After a brief wait, which seemed like an eternity, the gray squirrel made his way up a tree within sight of where I stood.


With the moment of truth at hand, I raised my grandpa’s trusty 20-gauge, a beautiful Ithaca Model 37 that sported an engraving of a bird dog at work on the receiver. I pointed the smoothbore toward the fleeting gray streak, my heart pounding in my chest. At just the right moment I pulled the trigger. Luckily, the shot was true and the squirrel fell from the limb.


I ran to my prize. The corners of my smile seemed to touch each ear as I held that plump November gray. I remember the strong feelings that rushed through my mind. I was extremely excited at having made my first kill, but there was a pinch of remorse for the taking of a life. Both emotions remain with me to this day.


Granted, this wasn’t Alaska or the mountains of Colorado, where my father had traveled many miles in pursuit of elk, mule deer, caribou, and moose. But it was still a very special time for me. Time spent with my grandfather, which I cherish to this day, and time spent in my favorite places, the fields and forests. This was my hunt, and after being successful I felt I was truly a part of the hunting world that I had so longed for.


The taking of that first squirrel also sparked my desire to learn taxidermy. Such knowledge was readily available to me, as my father was a taxidermist. But the motor skills of an eight-year-old proved less than suitable for the work at hand. Thinking I’d mount the gray squirrel, I quickly went to work skinning it. That notion was shortlived, however, as I soon had quite a mess in front of me. So I settled for a fried reminder of that hunt. Although I bungled my first attempt at taxidermy, I never lost my desire to complete a mount.


A year or so later I attempted to skin a dove I’d taken early in the fall. Needless to say, that was a bigger disaster than the squirrel. Obviously I didn’t know it at the time, but a dove is one of the toughest birds to skin and mount. Yet I kept watching and trying to learn. Finally, at about the age of twelve, I completed my first mount, a jack-a-lope, as my father closely monitored my work. I don’t know which was more enjoyable, the time spent with my dad collecting jackrabbits or actually completing the mount.


After a couple more seasons of hunting and taxidermy experience I was fortunate enough to harvest and mount my first deer. I still have that deer, a small spike, and each time I see it I recall that hunt as if it were yesterday. I also relish the fact that although it wasn’t my finest work, it was the starting point that helped me reach where I am today.


As I developed into an experienced taxidermist, I noticed that no book on the market completely covered all aspects of small game or predator taxidermy. Sure, plenty of general taxidermy books were available, but none centered on any one species. Filling this niche seemed like a great way to pass along some of the techniques that I had been fortunate enough to learn through the years.


In addition to a broad range of general techniques for mounting small game, I’ll discuss the details of mounting three specific animals: a squirrel, a bobcat, and a coyote. These projects—along with the rest of the information provided between these covers—will provide you with the skills and knowledge to mount any other small game you wish.


The techniques I describe in this book are simple, time-tested, and produce quality results. As you progress in the field of taxidermy, though, you will quickly find that there are many different techniques worth learning. And you’ll eventually settle on the style that best suits you.


Whether you are setting out to become a world-class taxidermist, or simply want to learn how to mount your child’s first squirrel, there is something here for you.








CHAPTER 1

Small Game Field Care

Since becoming a professional taxidermist, I have been asked to mount some horribly cared-for animals. The hunters who brought these animals in simply didn’t understand the need for proper field care. From the hair on one side of a larger mammal being rubbed off during a drag to using too much gun for small game, I’ve had to deal with it all. The worst, though, is usually a wet animal that hasn’t been stored properly.

When trophies are subjected to these harsh conditions, it obviously makes a tougher job for the person charged with re-creating this piece of wildlife art. Average hunters often don’t give a second thought to the condition of their trophies when they leave them with the taxidermist. Yet they always wonder why the same animal appears less than perfect when the mount is completed.

The primary goal for any hunter who hopes to have his prize preserved should be to achieve the most impressive mount possible. And the best possible mount begins in the field with proper care of the trophy. Then, for the taxidermist, this same level of care should continue throughout the mounting process.

Proper field care should actually begin before a harvest even takes place, with proper preparation and planning. Even a highly skilled taxidermist won’t be able to address every problem with an animal that’s been poorly cared for. And trying to learn taxidermy on a less-than-perfect specimen will be nothing short of a disaster. It can be devastating to near the halfway point of the mounting process after a lot of work, only to have the hair begin slipping. Fortunately, taking the proper precautions will help reduce the risk of such an event.

Most hunters know before they venture afield whether or not they hope to preserve their prize, which is very helpful. It’s also best to have a general idea of the pose you might want for the animal and where you will keep it after it’s mounted. Once a hunter knows this, he can be extra cautious when dealing with certain areas of the mammal. For example, if a life-sized mount is chosen, then the entire skin will need to be closely cared for. But if a shoulder mount is the goal, obviously there’s no need to be too concerned about anything beyond the head and shoulders. As many hunters go several seasons between harvests, taking extra steps early in the process will help ensure that your precious animal will be in the best possible shape for the desired mount.

A couple of years back a fellow was deer hunting when he suddenly had a chance to take a bobcat. As he was after deer, he was armed with a .30-06—a perfect deer rifle but tremendous overkill for a cat tipping the scales at a bit more than twenty pounds. This was the hunter’s first opportunity at a bobcat, and he didn’t even think about the devastating effect his shot might have. He quickly shouldered his rifle and pulled the trigger. At the crack of the gun the cat fell in a heap. The softball-sized hole on the opposite side of its body ensured instant death. The hunter was ecstatic. Upon retrieval, though, disappointment clouded his face as he spotted the huge hole.

The hunter rushed home and called me, explaining the details of his morning hunt. He asked if there was anything I could do to help. I told him to bring it over, and we could discuss the situation. Before he arrived I was thinking of the options we might have if the skin was damaged beyond repair—shoulder mount, half life-size, pedestal.

After examining the bobcat, I quickly discovered that all was not lost. Fortunately for the hunter, he had shot the cat almost perfectly in the center of the midsection. Because the skin in this area was flat, with no identifying marks, it seemed suitable for repair work. After skinning, I also discovered that the skin I thought had been ripped away was still there. It had simply been stretched outward as the bullet exited, then ripped into the form of a large “X.” Several careful stitches later and the hole was gone.

Another hunter I know who found himself in a similar situation wasn’t so fortunate. Also out hunting for deer, he too had the opportunity to harvest a highly prized bobcat. But instead of taking a body shot, which is always best for repairs, he opted for a head shot. The end result was that the damage was beyond repair.

Neither hunter knew what shot to choose for a repairable skin; the first hunter was simply more lucky.
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Whether you’re targeting them specifically or just luck into one, a bobcat makes a special trophy. Know where you need to place your shot for a quick, clean kill and a mountable, undamaged skin.



Though variables occur, there are some simple rules to follow for bringing home a prime taxidermy project. These include: avoiding major damage to the skin (especially in the facial area); keeping the hair or fur free of any fluids (including water or body fluids); and cooling the animal as soon as possible.

Avoiding skin damage can sometimes be tricky, depending on the weapon used and the given shot opportunity. The .22 caliber is an ideal weapon for small game, and it’s preferable to use nothing larger than a .22 magnum. Most .22 magnums will cleanly take small game and predator-sized game out to seventy-five yards. Serious predator hunters who opt for something with more potency should stay in the .222 and .223 range. These larger calibers can reach out there, yet are much more friendly to skins than a .243. Also, the type of bullet used is important; a bullet that expands greatly isn’t going to minimize skin damage.

For hunting squirrels or raccoons, where long-distance shooting isn’t required, a shotgun works great. A shotgun with No. 6 shot will put several holes in a skin at moderate range, but most are so small that no repairs will necessarily need to be made. The only drawback to having numerous small holes in the skin is that adhesive, if used, can get into the hair. In this situation, I would apply adhesive only to the head area.
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Proper field care will make it much easier to duplicate the beauty of the animals you hunt.



Another key is keeping the hair and skin as dry as possible. While any bird or animal that is going to be mounted will likely be washed at a later time, it is best to maintain a completely dry trophy in the field. Blood and most other body fluids contain proteins that are tough to completely remove without using chemicals, or harsh washing. Moisture also aids unwanted bacteria growth.

To avoid getting blood on the hair of your trophy, take along cotton swabs or paper towels and plug any orifices. These include the mouth, anal opening, and any major shot hole that can be easily found. Certain circumstances are unavoidable. If you happen to get caught in a pouring rain or if an animal finds its way into a creek before expiring—and you have some taxidermy experience—the best thing to do is skin, flesh, wash, degrease (if needed), and dry the hair quickly using compressed air. Otherwise, you should try to get it into the freezer immediately.

While getting game to the freezer quickly doesn’t seem difficult, even knowledgeable sportsmen often neglect to do it. The type of critter, along with the time of year it was taken, will influence how quickly you must act. A late-winter squirrel will be able to take much more abuse than an early-fall fox. That’s not to say that you should be careless with the former, but some animals, as you will soon learn, withstand rough handling better than others. It has been my experience that foxes and coyotes are especially vulnerable to “slippage” problems. The worst areas seem to be the ears. For this reason it is best to get these animals skinned and preserved or salted without hesitation.

A mistake that comes back to haunt many a hunter is hauling the trophy around to show it to friends. At first, this problem doesn’t seem as serious as it actually is. What you must understand is that heat and moisture are prime breeding grounds for bacteria, which is enemy number one to the taxidermist. And this detrimental bacteria begins growing the instant an animal dies. Even a critter in nearly perfect condition that’s been otherwise properly cared for can be lost due to slippage from bacteria buildup.

It is certainly understandable why any successful hunter would want to show a trophy to his hunting buddies or coworkers, but this can have a decidedly negative effect later in the mounting process. The safest way to boast is to take several quality pictures, go to a one-hour photo center, and then visit everyone.

One more rule to follow is to skip the field dressing. This is most important if you’re planning a life-sized mount. I am usually a fanatic for field dressing any game. But field dressing small game or predators destined for mounting usually creates more problems than it prevents. When you open up the animal in the field, more blood and fluids will be released to contaminate the hair.

Once a critter is successfully harvested and proper field-care guidelines have been followed you are almost finished with the first stage of preparation. If you have time to start the taxidermy work immediately, by all means continue. If not, proper storage should be your next priority. Do not put the trophy into a plastic bag right away, as this will help retain heat and may create moisture problems if the animal is still warm. Place the animal into a freezer without a bag for at least an hour, then remove and double bag to keep other freezer contaminants from getting on your prize. If freezer space is an issue, go through the skinning process detailed in chapter 4 and then place the skin in the freezer.

If you make the effort to carefully follow proper field-care procedures prior to mounting, you should be rewarded with a high-quality trophy that is a pleasure to work with.









CHAPTER 2

Tools

As with any task, your foray into taxidermy will be more enjoyable if the right tools are available throughout the process. Some of these tools will seem pricey, but in the long run they are worth their weight in gold. While every tool might not be a must-have item when you are just starting out, buying the best possible tools will make certain tasks much simpler.

What follows is a description of each tool, what its duties are, and, in my opinion, whether it is optional.

Latex Surgical Gloves. I have seen numerous taxidermists over the years who neglected to use a glove of any kind while handling birds and mammals. Their usual reason for being so careless is that they can’t feel their work as well. In my opinion, and in the opinion of most others in the field, this is without doubt a health bomb waiting to go off. When it comes to the issue of gloves, the only question should be, “What size do I need?”

While most diseases prevalent in the animal kingdom can’t be passed to humans, some can. Rabies is probably at the top of the list. I know many taxidermists who will not even accept raccoons or foxes for this reason. Although the chances of ever coming into contact with a bird or animal that has a transmittable disease is probably somewhere between slim and none, it will be too late to consider your options once it happens.

Latex surgical gloves are definitely not optional.

Scalpel. This may be the most important tool of the taxidermy trade. The scalpel’s duties are rather obvious: it’s used to skin all birds and mammals. And while many hunters and taxidermists insist on a knife for skinning, using scalpels will remove the need to regularly sharpen a blade—and they are cheap when compared to the time it takes to keep a knife blade sharp. Scalpels also come much sharper
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Latex gloves can be found at many convenience stores or purchased through a taxidermy supplier.
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Scalpel with handle.
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Perfect knife.



than you could ever hope to sharpen a blade by hand. Be extra cautious when using scalpels, though. Even the poorest grades are razor sharp, and a careless slip will quickly lead to a trip to the emergency room for stitches.
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Sculpting tool.



A scalpel can be used alone, but it is easier to manipulate when attached to a handle. While small plastic scalpel handles are available, I would advise that you invest an extra couple of dollars in a weighted stainless steel handle. A weighted handle allows the scalpel to sit nicely in one hand while work is performed, and it will last a lifetime.

Scalpels are optional, but much more effective than knives.

Knives. Notice I’ve written “knives” and not “knife.” While most beginners can start with a single knife, a supply of sharpened knives is beneficial for more advanced taxidermy work. Much of this work can be done with a supply of scalpels, but there are situations that may require a specialty knife; thick skins with larger areas to work, for example.

Many different knife designs are available, but I’d recommend starting with a blade in the three-inch range that is easily sharpened and maintains its edge. And remember, the adage “you get what you pay for” applies here.

Having at least one quality knife is mandatory.

Scissors. Small curved scissors can be used to trim around bullet holes or to reach otherwise inaccessible areas such as the base of the tail, or inside paws. Fat or muscle tissue can be very thin in places, holding tight against the skin. Small inexpensive scissors can be priceless in this situation.

Scissors are optional, but very useful for beginner and experienced taxidermist alike.

Sculpting Tool. A sculpting tool has many uses. Placing epoxy into shrunken areas, shaping the area around an eye, and shaping the interior of the nostrils during the mounting process are all things that can be done with a sculpting tool. And you will discover many other uses for this must-have tool.

Sculpting tools are usually available in plastic, wood, or stainless steel, but you can also shape the wooden end of a paintbrush into a sculpting tool. This allows you to shape with one end and clean up and blend with the other. If you can only afford one sculpting tool I would recommend the stainless steel version, as it will last forever. But it helps to own a few different designs in a variety of materials, which will allow you to match a specific design to a specific task.

Fleshing Beam. Fleshing beams range in size from models that mount to a workbench (these are the most popular, particularly for small game) to four-foot-tall floor models. A beam is used to support a skin so that it can be fleshed by hand. Even if you use a machine for the bulk of the fleshing process, a beam is still useful for hard-to-reach areas. For small game, a fleshing beam can also be used as the sole tool for fleshing if the taxidermist so desires.

Skife Knife. This “knife” is just a razor blade with a guard attached. It was developed to prevent excessively cutting the skin during fleshing. It is available from taxidermy suppliers and can be helpful for anyone still in the learning stages. The skife knife is optional.

Fleshing Machine. While you can flesh most small game and predators with a knife, scalpel, scissors, and a fleshing beam, you’ll achieve better, quicker results with a fleshing machine.

Two different types of fleshing machine are available. One is a small game/bird flesher, which utilizes a wire wheel attached directly to a small electric motor, usually less than one horsepower. The mechanics are similar to the brush side of a bench grinder, except that the small game flesher incorporates side shields. These shields protect the taxidermist—and his work area—from any loose flesh particles. The wire wheel may be the easiest machine for beginners to learn on.

The second type of fleshing machine is called a rotary knife. It uses a round metal disc (most discs or blades are ten to fifteen inches in diameter) that has been sharpened around the edge. Instead of leaving the blade flat, the outermost eighth of an inch along the entire circumference is bent to form a 90-degree angle. This allows the user to pull the skin from left to right across the blade as it turns, removing any excess tissue. The rotary fleshing machine is generally better suited for critters larger than coyotes, but if used properly it can be effective on even the smallest mammals.

The type of fleshing machine you choose will depend on the type of work you plan to do. If you are embarking on a serious career in taxidermy, purchase both. But either kind of flesher will likely be the largest investment you’ll make during the initial stages. Once the investment is made, though, either flesher will quickly pay for itself in the reduced time it takes to properly flesh a skin.

A wire-wheel flesher usually starts around $150 and a rotary-blade flesher upwards of $700. Fortunately, in recent years, Van Dyke’s Taxidermy Supply has introduced what it calls the Dakota IV Detail Flesher. It is smaller in size than most commercial fleshers, but the cost is under $500. The Dakota IV may be a bit easier for beginners to work with than other rotary-blade fleshers because the blade and motor are smaller. Also, the blade on the Dakota IV turns at a much slower rate than those on full-sized fleshers.


[image: chpt_fig_007.jpg]
Wire-wheel flesher.



Beginners who aren’t sure if they’ll like taxidermy can consider fleshing machines optional, as the fleshing can certainly be done—albeit slowly—with a standard knife and scissors. But I consider both wire-wheel and rotary-knife models high on the must-have list.

Tumbler. This is one of the highest-priced tools on the supply list and the only truly optional one in my mind. Don’t interpret optional as not needed, though. A tumbler is a definite asset, although the art of taxidermy can be performed without one. The tumbler is a time-saver. Wet skins can be deposited in a tumbler and, after a short cycle, come out virtually dry, with only a slight touch-up necessary before continuing the mounting process. The action of the tumbler also helps reduce unwanted oils and enhances the hair’s luster.

You can also add things like corncob grit or hardwood sawdust to the tumbler to aid in the cleaning and drying process. Corncob grit comes in two sizes, coarse and fine. Which you use is solely a matter of personal preference. It seems that most taxidermists prefer the coarse grit for mammal work, but some choose the fine, as well. The tumbler is filled one-third to almost half full with this tumbling mix. Many taxidermists like to add other ingredients to their corncob grit or hardwood sawdust to enhance performance. Two of the most popular additives include odorless mineral spirits and dry preservative, or both.
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