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CAVEAT

This book is being
released for
emergeny purposes
only in the event of
food shortage and
famine conditions.

Hunting is for
cowards too afraid
to pick on someone
their own size.
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Every Saturday morning, Kenny Stilwell and I would tie
our guns to the handlebars of our bicycles and head out of
town to go hunting. We kept up this ritual through the
autumn and into the winter. On biting cold mornings, the
snow would be crusted over, and long, clear fingers of ice
would hang precariously from the edges of roofs. As we ped-
aled our bikes down the streets, following the tire tracks in
the snow, we would slowly warm up and begin shedding
clothes. Usually we were headed for a farm north of town
where a farmer let us hunt rabbits along the tree-lined creek
that meandered through his land.

I recall one wintry morning a few weeks after the murder
of President Kennedy when Kenny and I took off for a day’s
hunting. Although we were chastised for not being in mourn-
ing like the rest of our families, we shook off the admonish-
ments of the adults and headed for the woods.

We stopped to rest near the halfway point. Our breath
crystallized in front of our faces, hung in the air for a few
seconds, and then drifted slowly away. Having reached the
teen years and without the cares of the world that would
later assault us, we were exhilarated in spite of the cold.
There was good reason for our excitement. Word had spread
through the bars and restaurants in town that a deer had been
seen less than fifty miles from town. Even more exciting was
the prospect of quail in the area. According to a man who
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actually hunted quail, he had flushed a covey of bobwhites
near the river.

“Wouldn’t that be something,” Kenny said, staring off into
the whiteness surrounding us. ‘“Be out huntin’ rabbits and
jump a whole mess of quail! Man, I’ve never seen a quail.
I don’t even know what they look like!”

“Not much you could do about seeing one with that
twenty-two,” I said, feeling a little more smug than I in-
tended to and letting it creep into my voice. I patted the
single-shot .410 shotgun roped to the handlebars. “I've
got two boxes of shells for this baby as well as these,”” and I
reached into my pocket and pulled out five slugs and handed
one to my friend. He turned the shell over slowly, admiring
the solid lead slug that was flush with the end of the slender
shell. “When I heard about that deer I thought I'd better see
if I could find something that would bring it down.”

“You can’t shoot it even 1f you do see it,”” Kenny snorted.

“Why not?”

“It 1sn’t the season. Besides, there aren’t any deer around
here; the nearest deer are over on the Salt Fork. That’s where
they’ve been seeing them.” He wiped his nose and started to
climb on his bike. “We’ll be lucky to see a squirrel and a half-
dozen rabbits.”

“Suppose so,” I agreed, and then climbed on my own
bicycle and began to follow Kenny down the narrow wheel
path in the snow.

That afternoon we returned home with three rabbits. Two
fell to Kenny’s rifle and one to my shotgun. We never saw a
quail and the lone squirrel we saw was gone in a flash.
Throughout my early years in Oklahoma I saw only one
covey of quail. I believe it was the same covey the nameless
hunter saw along the river. Not once did I see a deer. I grew
up believing deer were only in Colorado, where my parents
and I hunted in the fall. Only rarely did we see coyotes,
bobcats, foxes, or waterfowl.
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Some people might believe the late fifties and early sixties
were the ‘“good ol’ days,” but they weren’t. From the 1940s
through the mid-sixties, American wildlife declined at an
alarming rate. In many parts of the nation, the wildlife popu-
lation was wiped out except for pest animals that thrive on
human garbage. If I had to pick a date for the turning point
in American hunting since 1940, I would pick 1963. That
was the year Americans were shocked into taking a serious
look at themselves, their nation, and the course they were set
on.

Prior to the murder of Jack Kennedy, Americans were hell-
bent on consumption. If it could be plowed—plow it! If it
could be cut—cut it! If it could be paved—pave it! We were
still wallowing in the victory of the big war, and Vietnam was
only a dark shadow on the horizon. That wildlife might
suffer from the construction of a new road was not as impor-
tant as having a new road to the top of the hill. Tract homes
were built in assembly-line fashion, and parcels of green belt
and woodlots were carved by tractors. Often hunters were
also guilty. We shot owls and hawks thinking these birds were
pests, and we cursed other predators for ‘“stealing wildlife
from the hunters!” We just did not understand the role of
many of these animals in the world.

As JFK slumped over in the seat of the limo, America
seemed to sit up and look around. The decade that followed
was destined to be one of the most turbulent in our history.
For most of us, hunters and nonhunters' alike, a new com-
mitment to wildlife preservation and the preservation of our
sport (as well as the Second Amendment) was born.

Seventeen years passed before I returned to my boyhood
home to hunt. When I stepped out onto the Oklahoma soll,

1 Nonhunters are not necessarily antihunters. My wife is a nonhunter in that she
does not go into the field with a gun and hunt game. She does, however, support
hunting. The distinction between nonhunters and antihunters is important.
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very little was the same. Carefully maintained “‘edges’ skirted
the fields providing cover and food for wild game. Woodlots
that were once targeted for the blade had been spared and
thickets of wild plums and berries grew where none had been
seen in thirty years. At my feet I saw the unmistakable hoof
print of a deer in the soft soil. As we walked, I found turkey
trails leading to the river and kicked up several coveys of
quail. Squirrels jumped from branch to branch above me, and
an eagle soared through the sky above the trees. Less than
twenty years before I would have been impressed to see a
half-dozen rabbits. On that day, I shot my limit of ten
bunnies in under two hours and let twice that many run away
without firing a shot.

My brother Albert and I talked about the hunting that
night in his farm home living room. “What happened?”’ I
asked.

‘““People got smart, I guess,” Albert said. He’d always been
a hunter and fisherman. He taught me how to wing shoot,
track game, and field dress my first rabbit. He seemed to
know the numbers and areas of all the game animals in the
rolling country surrounding his home. “Farmers got together
with the wildlife people and quit trying to plant right up to
the fence. They left edges for small game and kept their
mouths shut when deer were planted on their lands. I don’t
even think some people were aware of what was going on
around here, but the game was being put back—quietly.
Now,” Albert smiled, ““I don’t have to travel more than a few
miles in any direction to hunt whatever I want.”

Oklahoma, like many other states, had been involved in a
long project to restore depleted game animals. The early
1900s had seen the end of deer hunting in Oklahoma, and it
took decades to build the number of animals back up. Prog-
ress in wildlife management was slow at best. Managers had
to learn the hard way, by trial and error, what birds and ani-
mals could be restored and to identify the needs of the
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animals. Gaining the support of landowners to permit animals
to be placed on their lands was a major step that often
involved hours of quiet pleading with farmers who saw
visions of hordes of hunters tramping down crops, breaking
fences, and shooting cattle. The effort paid off.

When I am asked what era I believe will be remembered as
the most productive small-game ‘era in American history fol-
lowing World War I, I would have to answer the 1980s. Most
types of small game, however, will never again reach the
levels of the 1800s? and the years of expansion into rural
America. Still, the number of game animals today is higher
than in the fifties and, more importantly for the hunter,
there are more areas to hunt animals, both public and private.
No matter what part of the nation you live in, there are
lands, large and small, in which vou can hunt. These include
national forest and Bureau of Land Management lands, wild-
life management areas, and private lands leased by the gov-
ernment for hunting.

Another reason we can all enjoy hunting is the equipment
of today compared to that of twenty or thirty years ago.
Modern hunting equipment, from guns to optics to ammuni-
tion to all of the various “hunting aids,” is more lightweight,
easily used, long lasting, and inexpensive compared to the
past.

All in all there has been a general improvement in the
shooting sport, which has helped to expand the number of
Americans taking up hunting. A lot of hunters I’ve talked
with in the field have cited the advances made in equipment
as their reason for taking up the sport. Others have quoted
the economics of hunting.

2While some species of wildlife have declined in number, others, such as the wild
turkey, have expanded through the efforts of various game agencies. For more
information on what species may be found in your area that are not native or
have been reestablished, contact the local office of your state game and fish

department,
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“There was a time,”” one hunter told me at the Queens
Wildlife Management Area in eastern Colorado, ‘“when I
couldn’t afford to hunt. Everything was just too expensive.
I had to drive a hundred miles just to hunt rabbits. When the
prices on hunting equipment came to within reason and I
found I could hunt within a few miles of my home, I took
up the sport again. I figure the average cost of putting meat
on the table is about eighty cents a pound. I've taken a deer
every year for the past three years; that plus rabbit, quail,
goose, duck, and pheasant puts a fair amount of meat in the
freezer each fall.”

There is, of course, a darker side to the sport: the anti-
hunting faction, which seeks a ban on the “blood sports.”
Convinced that hunters will destroy wildlife, this group wants
to ban hunting from the nation. I believe groups such as
Friends of Animals, Greenpeace, etc., do not use the money
they collect to help wildlife but to attack hunters. Many
hunters, on the other hand, have been involved for many
years in fighting to help wildlife by building nesting areas,
planting wild crops, raising money to buy land for wildlife,
and donating both time and money to wildlife.

Hunters must counter the threat to their sport by becom-
ing educated in their sport and working to preserve it. Every
time a hunter goes into the field, he must show the world he
is a sportsman and conservationist and committed to preserv-
ing not only the hunting sports but all wildlife equally. Any-
thing less is unacceptable.

We must preserve wildlife by supporting today’s game laws
and taxes that support wildlife programs. To ensure both
quality and quantity of game, wildlife managers must manage
both the hunter and the hunted. Today’s hunters are more
successful than in the past, and there are more of them. The
hunter can be used to control populations so that a healthy
species can be maintained without growing beyond what a
given area can safely support.
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Although we enjoy an abundance of game animals today,
those numbers are still in danger. Demand for natural
resources has clamped a lid on how much more can be done
to protect our wildlife. Those areas now in the public trust
must be held onto at all cost.

This book serves two purposes. The first is to introduce
the new hunter to the confusing world of modern hunting,
guns and equipment, as well as the species. Chapter 1 pro-
vides an overview of hunting guns and arms which will be
useful to the reader in the later chapters. The second purpose
is to provide the reader with background on the various
species and the techniques for successfully hunting them.

Hunters who have spent two or more decades in the field
will find some changes in the sport from earlier years. We no
longer hunt owls, except in rare cases. Animals such as fox,
coyote, and the smaller cats are losing their “varmint’’ classi-
fication and becoming accepted as either fur bearers (hunted
for their pelts) or predators. Another change important to
bird hunters is the new access to remote areas where game
birds such as the blue grouse and ptarmigan are found.
Today’s hunter can reach these birds in their high country
sanctuaries because of the controlled opening of forest
access roads.

Still other changes are found in the hunter’s world.
Modern high-velocity air guns make it possible to hunt small
game in woodlots near urban areas where a .22’s range would
be dangerous and the boom of a shotgun would be too loud.
Finally, we are using a wider variety of arms to bring down
game. Sophisticated archery equipment such as crossbows
and even modern, powerful slingshots are accepted as hun-
ter’s weapons.

Obviously, the hunter is a complex and important aspect
of modern game management. Today young hunters can
expect to see quail, deer, squirrels, wild turkeys, and a host
of other wild animals, both game and nongame. That is
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the world we now have, that is the world we want to hold
onto—at all cost, against all odds. It is our stake in the future.



I suppose that at one time or another anything that can be
shot, thrown, launched, or set to spring shut has been used to
help put meat on the table. With today’s shopping centers
catering to every whim of society, it would seem a little inane
to suggest that the great percentage of Americans who hunt
do so for food. Still, with all the wonders of the modern
world and the great supply of food in this country, a fair
share of the hunters who take to the woods do so with the
intent of putting food on the table.

The question of whether hunting for food actually cuts
the per-pound cost of putting meat on the table is too
complex for this book. However, I should point out that it
is possible to cut hunting costs by sharing the cost of the
hunt with others, limiting the distance between home and the
hunting area, and using the right weapon for the game. For
years, I have relied on wild game to cut our meat bill. When I
can put meat on the table for less than eighty cents a pound,
I know I am cutting the cost of food. Frequently, I can
reduce the cost to around sixty cents a pound by sharing the
hunting cost with others.

I am not the only person who relies on hunting as a food
source. In figuring the numbers of game animals taken by
hunters each year for food, the results are staggering. Cotton-
tails alone account for sixty million pounds of food on Amer-
ica’s table each year. This figure is based upon the forty

9
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million bunnies that are killed each year, each averaging 1.5
pounds of meat. Add to that figure the tens of millions of
squirrels, pheasants, quail, grouse, hares, and doves taken each
year for the table and the total becomes one of the largest in
the world! Hunting is not just for recreation, but is a major
source of meat and fowl for millions of Americans.

Although several million game animals are killed each year
by arms which are either over- or underpowered for the
species, most hunters who are experienced in the field do a
fair job of matching the weapon to the game. There is still a
lot of confusion in the outdoor world about what caliber,
shot size, etc., to use on what game. This confusion is bound
to continue as more Americans, born in the cities, turn to
hunting. The next few pages will provide an introduction to
the weapons and arms used for small-game hunting today. I
won’t attempt in this book to explore the various weapons in
detail, but only to provide a basic introduction to modern
small-game hunting arms.

THE SHOTGUN

I grew up with two guns. One was a shotgun, the other a
.22 rimfire. When I went hunting I took my shotgun; when I
went plinking I took my .22. It’s the same today, although I
use my .22 rimfire on more small game than I did as a young-
ster. The shotgun is a mildly forgiving weapon, although it
still takes a certain amount of skill to hit the target and a
great deal of skill to hit a flying target. The advantage of the
shotgun is that it can be used on every game species found in
North America as long as you have the right load.

The Break-Action Single Shot

The break-action single shot is the most popular choice for
a youngster’s first gun. The gun can be checked to see
whether it is loaded or empty by breaking the action open.
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These guns are easy to handle, and weapons such as the H&R
single shots are fairly inexpensive.

Most single shots have an exposed hammer, with the lever
for opening the gun behind the hammer. By pushing the lever
to one side, the gun unlocks and the breach is open for load-
ing or unloading. There are also hidden hammer guns, which
are more common today than ten years ago. However, for a
person’s first gun, the exposed hammer is much safer.

The Double-Barreled Shotgun

The double-barreled shotgun has retained its popularity
with hunters for two important reasons. First, the double

COURTESY OF H&R
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has twice the number of shots of the single. Secondly, it
offers a great deal of flexibility in choke and barrel length
and is safer than the other types of shotguns.

There are two basic designs of the double. One, and the
most popular, is the side-by-ide, in which the barrels are
placed next to each other with the sighting taken down the
space between the two barrels. The second is the over-and-
under, in which the barrels are mounted one under the other.
The over-and-under is popular for use on upland birds, while
the side-by-side has proven itself on watérfowl. Both types
of hunters have learned to make very effective use of the two
barrels by having each barrel choked for a different pattern
and then using the appropriate shot size and powder charge
to produce the best possible results. This interchangeability
of shot cannot be obtained with any other shotgun without

making barrel changes.
Just as there are two barrel designs for the double, there

are two trigger designs. The classic design has a single trigger
with a button near the tang safety that allows the shooter to
select which barrel (thus choke and shot size) to use as a first
shot. The other single trigger design automatically fires one
barrel and then the other the second time the trigger is
pulled. There is a substantial savings when a single trigger
without a selection lever is purchased.

The other trigger type is the dual trigger in which each
trigger is set to fire one barrel only, and the shooter selects
the trigger in the instant of firing. I’'ve used the dual trigger
double-barreled shotgun for years without mishap.

The Bolt-Action Shotgun

Next to the single shot, the bolt action is the slowest
handling of all shotguns. I’'ve missed a lot of birds on second

shots because of the slowness of the bolt action.
Bolt-action shotguns are available with either tubular or

box magazines. These guns are fairly inexpensive compared
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Business end of an over-and-under double-barreled shotgun.

to all but the single shot and come in all gauges with a variety
ot chokes. Whereas the doubles are often very expensive and
the single shot lacks the multiple-shot capability, the bolt-
action shotgun is not expensive, offers more than one shot,
and can be used on all types of game.

The Pump

Outside of the United States. it 1s sometimes difficult to
find a pump shotgun. Yet in this country, the pump remains
one of the most popular of all shotguns. Pumps allow the
hunter to carry three to five rounds (or more, with a tube
extender) depending on local laws, and they are nearly as
fast-firing as the autos. Pumps are often less expensive than
even medium-priced doubles, but are still fine-quality arms.
Recent improvements in gun design, such as the Remington
870 Special Field, have made pump shotguns excelient all-
around hunting arms.

The pump describes the action of the gun. The fore
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grip is pulled back to eject the spent shell and then pushed
forward to chamber a fresh round. The same motion cocks
the gun for the second shot. These guns are offered in all
gauges and are so popular that many shooters buy a variety
of barrels for their gun so that they can quickly switch from
one choke to the next, depending on the species they are
after.

The Autos

A hunter/shooter who can control the auto is deadly on
small game. I’ve been with shooters who could put the first
shot from an auto on target, but the next two shots went
wild. My wife’s uncle Bob is deadly with an auto-loading
shotgun, shooting doubles and knocking down geese with
ease. He is the exception rather than the rule.

The autoloader in a shotgun is very hard to hold on target
for the second and third shot, although the gun is doing the
work for you by ejecting the round and chambering the
second shell. There is a common tendency among shooters to
“slap’’ the trigger on the second and third shots rather than
using proper shooting techniques. Also, autos are picky about
the ammo they will chamber. I’ve had autos that refused to
chamber some ammunition because of slight bulges, while
pumps handled the same ammo with ease.

The autos are also the most expensive of the repeating
shotguns. However, if you have both the time and money to
invest in a shotgun, the autos are faster firing than any other
and effective on all types of game.

GAUGE

The most critical area in shotgun selection is gauge. You
can spend a fortune on a fine side-by-side shotgun, but if the
shotgun is either too big or too small for use on cottontails,
it is no better than an expensive club. There are six gauges of



FIGURE 1. RELATIVE SIZES OF SHOTGUN GAUGES

(shown in actual size with diameter given in inches)

10-gauge

.775-inch dia.

12-gauge

.730-inch dia.

16-gauge

.670-1inch dia.

20-gauge

.615-inch dia.

28-gauge

.550-inch dia.

.410-bore

.410-inch dia.
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modern shotguns: 10, 12, 16, 20, 28, and the .410 bore (the
.410 is not a gauge, but a bore or caliber). All of these can be
used on small game. However, the .410 and the 28-gauge are
really too small except in the hands of experts, and the 10-
gauge is really too big for anything except geese or turkeys.
(See Figure 1 for the relative sizes of shotgun gauges.)

The 10-Gauge

There are few 10-gauge shotguns left around simply
because they are too big for most small game. The advantage
of the 10 is in the number of pellets thrown up at the target.
A 12-gauge will throw up a pattern of 252 No. 4 pellets while
a2 10 will throw up 270 pellets of the same size. The density
of the pattern is slightly increased at the longer ranges which
accounts for the 10’s popularity with dedicated goose hunt-
ers.

The 12-Gauge

The 12 may be the most versatile of all gauges. You can
buy shot shells for any game animal in the country and
match the loads to the game. There 1s no reason for going
into the field with a 12-gauge that is not loaded with the
proper ammunition.

Over the years, the belief that the 12 1s too much gun for
a woman has been disproven time and time again. Anyone
who can handle a 20-gauge can handle a 12-gauge in light
and medium loads. Although there might be some difference
in larger loads, a little practice can take care of that problem

as well.

The 20-Gauge

I spent an entire season with a 20-gauge pump and col-
lected my limit on teal, rabbits, grouse, and other game. The
gun is just as effective in most areas as the 12-gauge. The 20
is not, however, as effective on larger fowl such as geese and
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turkeys. Still, it does have the advantage of being lighter and
smaller than the 12. Ammunition for a 20 is about the same
as for the 12 so there is no cost savings in ammo. In areas
where deer hunting is limited to shotguns, the purchase of a
20 for young members of the family for use on deer as well
as small game is justified. The 20 offers every shot size from
two to nine, plus slugs and buck in a wide variety of loads
from field to magnum.

The 28- and 16-Gauges

There are still a few shooters around who use these “odd”
gauges, although it is nearly impossible to find ammunition
for the 28 and the 16 is quickly becoming a mantle-piece
gun.

Although I grew up with a 16-gauge and my family killed
several hundred ducks with our 16 pump, I would not buy
one today because the difference between the 16 and the 12
1s not enough to cause serious problems. Although the 16 is
slightly larger than the 20, it has nearly the same kick as the
12 but lacks the punch to reach out for high-flying water-
fowl. T mention this gauge because there are still quite a
few of these guns around and some readers may be tempted
to invest In a 16 rather than a 12. The difficulty in locating
ammunition and the lack of a market to sell the gun should
turn readers away from the 16 unless you are a collector
and/or load your own ammunition.

The same set of reasons apply to the 28, and, in addition,
the 28 is so much smaller that it falls into the experts-only
grouping. Very few hunters have the skill to handle a 28
on moving small game. If there is difficulty finding shells
for the 16, ammunition for the 28 is nearly impossible to
find. The only shooter I know in my area who owns a 28
reloads his own ammunition and uses the gun only on spe-
cific small game because he is an excellent wing shot.
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The 410 Bore

The .410 is nearly useless except for disposing of pests.
The .410, unlike other shotguns, is not a forgiving gun.
The shot pattern is too small for anything except bunnies
and pests, an8l the gun’s kick is strong enough to make it
distasteful for small shooters. The .410 should only be
used by expert shotgunners and even then only on easy-to-
kill game such as squirrels and cottontails. This is not a good
beginner’s gun and is very limited in usefulness.

CHOKE

Nothing seems to stir up an argument faster than the func-
tion of the choke. It is the most misunderstood of all func-
tions in shooting and is often quoted as the reason for a
missed shot. There are seven chokes in use today: full choke,
improved modified, modified, quarter choke, improved
cylinder, skeet number two, and skeet number one. The only
chokes that should be considered in hunting are: full, modi-
fied, and cylinder. All the other chokes are for very special-
ized shooting and have no place in the hunting field.

Choke is not the gradual tapering of the barrel of the shot-
gun from a point near the chamber to the muzzle. The choke
of a shotgun is found in the last few inches of the barrel.
Choke is simply the difference between the bore of the shot-
gun and the muzzle. A 12-gauge barrel measures .730 inches
in diameter. If the choke is .035 inches at the muzzle, the
choke is “full.” A choke less than .035 inches indicates a
wider opening or less choke.

The effect of the choke is to cause the shot, as it travels
down the barrel and reaches the choke, to constrict much the
same as water is constricted in a fire hose as it is pushed
through the nozzle. Choke does not cause the shot to “cross”
at a certain range nor to bounce as it leaves the barrel. The
constriction of shot affects the spread of the shot pattern

al a given range.
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A full choke will put 70 to 80 percent of the pellets in a
thirty-inch circle at forty yards. A modified choke will put
55 to 65 percent of the pellets in the same size circle at the
same range, and a cylinder choke will put 45 to 50 percent
of the pellets in the same circle at the same range. (See Fig-
ure 2 for the effect of choke on the spread of shot over a
given range.)

THE SHOTSHELL

Modern shotshells are marvels of engineering and have
none of the problems that plagued hunters in the 1940s and
earlier. When a hunter goes into the field with a box of
modern shotshells, he is assured consistent shot-to-shot per-
formance of the ammunition,

The shot charge of modem ammo is enclosed in a plastic
slecve. In the case of Remington-Peters RXP shells and
others, the sleeve is also the wad. These wads and sleeves are
made to protect the sealed gas chamber and to prevent
deformed pellets (which produce spotty patterns) by absorb-
ing the shock of firing, sealing the gas, and protecting the
shot charge from contact with the shotgun’s bore during the
initial movement. Even those shells without the plastic sleeve
around the shot nave modern plastic wads to ensure a com-
plete gas seal.

One of the more confusing numbers on a box of shotshells
is the listing “Drams Equivalent.” This is not the amount of
powder, but the amount of modern smokeless powder that
equals the old black powder load. The pressures and veloci-
ties of the days before modern powder are still the standards
for shot charges, and the term “drams equivalent” is nothing
more than a source of information for finding velocities and
pressures. .

There is a very serious concern regarding shotgun ammuni-
tion. One must always be aware of cartridge length and
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Shotshell with one-piece wad and shot sleeve.

chamber depth. There are two common shell lengths, and
length of the shell determines which gun the shell may be
used in. If a three-inch shell is placed in a gun chambered
only for 2 3/4-inch shells, the result could be an exploded
gun. This is because of the chambering. When a shotshell is
fired, the crimp unfolds and extends the length of the shell.
A 2 3/4-inch shell before firing is 2 1/2 inches long. After
firing, the shell is 2 3/4 inches long. In a gun chambered for
2 3/4 inches, there is no problem. A three-inch shotshell is
2 3/4 inches long before firing; after firing the shell length is
three inches. In a gun chambered only for 2 3/4-inch shells,
the longer shell cannot unfold the crimp and the chamber
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Relative sizes of shotshells. Far left is unfired, 3-inch shell; center is
unfired, 2 3/4-inch shell; far right is fired 2 3/4-inch shell.
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A fired 2 3/4-inch shotshell measures 2 3/4 inches.
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will build up pressures greater than the gun was designed for.
Because of this length confusion it is important to check the
gun and know what shell length it will chamber. A gun cham-
bered for three-inch shells will chamber both three-inch and
2 3/4-inch shells safely; a gun chambered for 2 3/4-inch
shells will handle only the 2 3/4-inch shells.

Shot Sizes and Loads

In shotgun hunting, it is important to use the right shot
size and load for the game hunted. There is quite a bit of con-
fusion about field, game, long-range, magnum, and other
loads. There is one hard rule of shotgunning that must be
understood:

The average velocity of a shotshell at the muzzle of
a shotgun is constant within a few feet per second
(fps) regardless of the load. The velocity of a shot-
shell’s load of pellets will remain constant with
other shells firing the same size of pellets. Only the
density of the pattern will change enough to affect
the killing potential of the pellet load.

The more powerful the shotshell, such as a magnum shell,
the denser the pattern will remain over a given range, because
of the increased number of pellets. The actual range of any
shotgun is determined by the choke and the number of
pellets fired. Too much powder charge in a shotshell, regard-
less of pellet size, will damage the pellets and reduce flight
capability.

All of the advances of the past thirty years have been
aimed at delivering more pellets into a thirty-inch circle
at forty yards.

Pattern

Pattern is not where the gun shoots. Pattern is determined
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by the number of pellets found inside a thirty-inch circle at
forty yards. Pattern is finally a function of choke. You must
know the pattern of a shotgun to match the shotgun to the
proper shot size/load. It is a truism in shotgunning that a
shotgun that fires a perfect modified choke pattern with No.
4 shot may or may not fire an equal pattern with another size
of shot. You should pattern every shotgun you buy to deter-
mine what it handles best.

Do not pattern a shotgun by firing into water or at a
thirty-inch circle. To pattern a shotgun, fire it at a clean
white sheet of paper that is at least 40 x 40 inches (60 x 60 is
better). After the shot is fired, walk to the target and find the
center of the densest area of shot holes. Using a pencil with a
fifteen-inch string, draw a thirty-inch circle around that
point. Then count the number of pellets outside the circle.
Do this three times and then add the number of pellets
together and divide by three to get the average number out-
side the circle. Once you have the average number of pellets
outside the circle, divide this number by the number of
pellets fired in a shell. (See Table 1 for approximate number
of pellets per shotshell.) For example:

Shot no. 1: 34 pellets outside circle
Shot no. 2: 38 pellets outside circle
Shot no. 3: 36 pellets outside circle

Total: 108 pellets/3 = 36 pellets
Number of pellets in a shell = 203

36/203 = .18 or 18 percent outside the circle

To determine the percentage of pellets inside the circle, sub-
tract 18 from 100 and change to percent: 100 - 18 = 82 or
82 percent. Now you know your gun is firing a pattern of
82 percent at forty yards and is therefore a full choke. (See
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Table 2 for the standard number of pellets in a thirty-inch
target area at forty vards by shot load.)

Shot String

As soon as shot leaves the muzzle, it begins to spread out.
The circle of shot giows as dictated by the choke, and the
column of shot begins to lengthen. Because no two pellets
will travel at exactly the same speed, there will be a column
of shot four to fifteen feet long. The effect on shooting is
marginal at best. In a standard load of six shot with a muzzle
velocity of 1050 fps at forty yards, the leading shot pellets
will have a velocity of 635 fps and the trailing shot a velocity
of 450+ fps. The time difference in arrival from the first to
the last pellet in the string is only .025 seconds. In modern
ammunition, 80 percent of the pellets are in the leading end
of the shot string so there is very little effect of stringing in
modern shotshells.

RIMFIRE RIFLES

Rimfire rifles, in the .22 caliber, are excellent small-game
weapons because they do very little damage to the meat and
are accurate up to 100 yards for the average marksman. A
.22 magnum in the hands of a skilled marksman is accurate
out to 175 yards. The .22 is not just a plinking gun but an
excellent hunting rifle and can be used on any game animal
up to the size of a fox. The .22 magnum is an excellent
coyote gun.

There are a variety of .22 rifles on the market starting with
the single-shot bolt action. The single shot is not an inexpen-
sive gun and there is very little demand for it today. How-
ever, there are a few of these guns still being manufactured.
The Marlin Glenfield, for example, is capable of handling
ammo from .22 shorts to .22 long rifle.



TABLE 2. NUMBER OF PELLETS IN 30-INCH AREA AT
40-YARDS BY SHOT LOAD

SHOT SizZE
0Oz SHOT CHOKE} #)  #8  HT% H6  #HA #4  #2 BB
Full 70-80% 254 202 134 74
1 7/8 Modified 55-65% 207 164 109 60
Cylinder 45-50% 159 126 84 47
Full 70-80% 293 221 175 117 65
1 5/8 Modified 55-65% 238 179 142 95 53
Cylinder 45-50% 183 138 110 73 4l
Full 70-80% 420 270 205 162 108 60
1/ 172  Modifed 55-65% 341 219 166 132 88 49
Cylinder 45-50% 263 169 103 102 68 38
Full 70-80% 453 386 247 118 149 99 55
1 3/8 Modified 55-65% 368 314 201 153 121 81 45
Cylinder 45-50% 283 242 155 118 93 62 35
Full 70-80% 585 410 350 225 170 135 90 50

1 1/4 Modified 55-65% 475 335 285 183 138 110 73 4l
Cylinder 45-50% 366 257 219 141 107 85 57 32

Full 70-80% 556 390 333 214 162 128 86 48
1 3/16 Modified 55-65% 452 317 270 174 131 104 70 39
Cvlinder 45-50% 348 244 208 134 101 80 54 30
Full 70-80% 526 369 315 202 153 122 81 46
1 1/8 Modified 55-65% 428 300 256 164 124 99 66 37
Cvlinder 45-50% 329 231 197 126 96 76 51 29

Full 70-80% 468 328 280 180 136 108 72 40
1 Modified 55-65% 380 267 228 146 111 88 59 33
Cylinder 45-50% 293 205 175 113 8 68 45 25
Full 70-80% 410 287 247 158 119 94 63 35

7/8 Modified 55-65% 332 233 201 128 97 77 51 29
Cvlinder 45-50% 256 180 155 99 75 59 40 22
Full 70-80% 351 246 210 135 102 8l 54 30
3/4 Modified 55-65% 285 200 171 110 83 66 44 25
Cvlinder 15-50% 220 154 132 85 64 5l 34 19
Full 70-80% 234 164 140 90 68 54 36 20
1/2 Modified 55-65% 190 133 114 73 55 44 29 16
Cyhlinder 45-50% 147 103 88 57 43 34 23 13

NOTE: Use this chartwith Tuble T (showing the number of pellets per shatshell by weight) 1o
determine how many pellers of the load that you are shooting actually hit the target area in a
correctly finng gun. Il your gun shoots a lhigher or lower number of pellets, the choke is

difterent than labeled
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The H&R bolt-action single-shot .22 rimfire. Very few single shots are
still being manufactured.

All of the rifle styles on the market are found in the .22
rifle. Selecting one for hunting is based more on what a per-
son i1s comfortable with than any other factor. For long-range
varmint shooting, a .22 magnum in a bolt-action is my favo-
rite. Accurate out to 200 yards, this rifle has proved the
undoing of a number of prairie dogs and other varmints.

My other hunting arm in a .22 is the Ruger 10/22. This
short carbine with its rotary magazine has killed dozens and
dozens of cottontails for me at ranges from ten to fifty yards.
The lever-action .22 rifle is popular because of its classic
styling and handling, while the .22 pump has been largely
ignored by the hunting public. The only .22 configuration
that I don’t like is the .22/.410 combination. Other combi-

COURTESY OF H&R
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A pump-action .22 rimfire rifle.

nations, such as the .22/20-gauge or even .22 magnum/20
gauge, are useful in the mountains for hunting blue grouse
and snowshoe hares at the same time.
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.22 Ammunition

More important to the hunter than gun action is ammo
selection. Small-game animals up to the size of cottontails
and squirrels can be easily taken with any of the .22 rimfire
ammunition on the market, including the little .22 BB caps.
For larger game, however, the ammunition should be limited
to .22 long rifle or .22 magnum only.

Also manufactured in .22 rimfire are .22 shotshells. These
are excellent in the back country for killing snakes but other-
wise are of little use, and should never be used to hunt small
game except for sparrows or other barnyard pests.

HANDGUNS

Handgun hunting is a growing sport in this country. It is
exciting and offers a challenge to the hunter, although it is
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not a very reliable way to put meat on the table. Since I
frequently carry a .22 revolver with me while big-game hunt-
ing, I often use it to collect small game for the camp stew
pot.

Unlike big-game hunting which has severe limits on the
caliber and type of handgun, with small game anything goes.
I’'ve killed rabbits with my Ruger Mark I automatic pistol,
with my H&R .22 revolver, and even my H&R .32 magnum.
The choice is up to you as a hunter. Just be prepared to miss
more often than you would with a rifle or shotgun.

AIR GUNS

When I first began hunting with air guns, it was for an
article assignment from Survive magazine to field-test air guns
as possible survival arms. Since that article, I've spent quite a
bit of time in the field hunting with air guns, and my support
of them for hunting has grown steadily.

Air guns are not substitutes for firearms. Modern high-
velocity air guns are quite capable of killing small-game ani-
mals up to jackrabbit size at the same range most hunters
would use their .22 rifles. A bonus for air-gun hunting is the
savings in ammo costs and the fact that air guns can be used
In areas near towns where firearms would be dangerous.

There are three types of air guns on the market. The most
powerful is the spring-piston gun, which should not be con-
fused with a BB gun although the two arms appear to operate
in the same manner. The spring-piston gun is much more
powerful. Spring-piston air guns, such as the Beeman RI,
are very heavy and accurate, capable of killing jackrabbits
out to torty vards.

While a spring-piston air gun operates by a single cocking
stroke (Figure 3), the pump or pneumatic guns, such as the
Crosman Model 1, operate by pumping air into a reservoir
where it is stored until needed for firing (Figure 4). The CO,
guns operate in a similar manner although the stored CO, is



FIGURE 3. THE SPRING-PISTON AIR GUN

Pellet Sear

Compression chamber Main spring

Compression piston

This drawing reveals the simplicity of the spring-piston air gun.

FIGURE 4. THE PuMP AIR GUN

Compression piston Exhaust valve

| =
Striker and spring
Sear
way entrance valve

One-way valve compression chamber

Pump handle

In the CO, gun, the compression piston, one-way valve, and pump han-
dle are replaced by the CO, supply. The striker and exhaust valve are
similar. Both the pneumatic and CO; guns require a complex valve
system which, if it breaks down in the field, can make the gun useless.
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SRRt VR SNGRE W R TR 5
Author with cottontail killed with a pellet from a Beeman R1 air rifle.

in a cartridge and is released into the reservoir with each shot.

Of the three types of air guns, the spring-piston is the most
powerful and accurate for hunting, followed by the pump
and then the CO,. In all cases, care should be taken to ensure
the minimum velocity of the air gun is no less than 400 fps
for hunting small game. Scopes enable the shooter to place
the pellet accurately for a quick kill, which is important
because of the lower velocity of air guns. Both Beeman and
Bushnell manufacture excellent air-gun scopes, which can be
zeroed for hunting.

Pellet Sizes and Types

There are three standard sizes of pellets in this country.
These are the .177, .20, and .22 caliber pellets. The .177 and
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The Crosman .357 CO, air pistol. Because this pistol can be loaded
with pointed pellets and plastic-skirt pellets, it can be used on small
game at ranges up to 10 to 15 yards.

v & & €

O ¥ 2

. ( oA
- s
3 : . {3

p

Pellet designs. Top row is .177 caliber; bottom row is .22 caliber. From
left to right: wadcutter, pointed, plastic skirt with round point, flat.
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.22 calibers are most common and are stocked by chain
stores and sporting goods stores around the country. Both
the .177 and .22 calibers are effective on small game and can
easily kill a rabbit or squirrel. The .22 pellets, when fired at
velocities of 850 fps or higher, can be used on game up to
fifteen pounds. (For more information on pellet perfor-
mance, see Figures 5 and 6 and Tables 3 and 4).

Pellets are sold in several shapes, including flat-nosed, wad-
cutter, pointed, round-nosed, and semi-wadcutter hollow-
pointed. For hunting pellets, I would use either pointed or
semi-wadcutter hollow-point pellets, leaving the flat and
round pellets for target shooting only.

A note about airguns for hunting. Although lead pellets
are lethal on game, BB guns are seldom lethal, but are quite
capable of injuring a rabbit, causing it to die later. BB guns
are not hunting arms and should not be considered as such.

VARMINT GUNS

Small-game hunting requires small guns, but there are a
group of centerfire weapons used in small-game hunting.
These are varmint rifles and handguns. These guns are
designed for flat shooting at ranges over 250 yards and are
often fired at targets that cannot be seen without a spotting
scope.

Varmint hunting has a huge following in this country and,
while T hunt many varmints with my .22 magnum, most
“true varmint hunters” would turn their nose up at such a
light weapon—with good reason. There is no way I could
hope to equal their shooting with my .22 mag! There
1s a wide variety of calibers, weapons, and ammunition
designed specifically for varmint shooting. Anyone who
is thinking of taking up the sport should spend at least
one season in the field with a dedicated varmint shooter,
learning about the calibers, guns, and specialized equip-
ment.
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TABLE 3. ACCURACY OF PELLETS BY SHAPE (group size in

inches)
RANGE IN YARDS

PELLET TYPE 10 20 30 40 50 60
Pointed Pellet A5 .25 .28 .30 5075
Round-Nosed Pellet J8 .28 .33 .50 .80 .90
Flat-Nosed Pellet A8 .30 50 .75 1.00 1.25
Plastic-Skirt Pellet 25 .33 50 .85 1.25 1.50
(Prometheus)

TABLE 4. ENERGY OF PELLETS (in foot-pounds)

VELOCITY
PELLET STYLE/WEIGHT 400 fps 600 fps 900 fps
Pointed Pellet
.177 Caliber 8.3 grains 4.79 8.49 14.93
.22 Caliber 15.4 grains 8.80 15.73 27.71
Round-Nosed Pellet :
177 Caliber 7.7 grains 4.45 7.87 13.85
.22 Caliber 14.3 grains 8.26 14.61 25.73
Flat-Nosed Pellet
.177 Caliber 8.5 grains 4.91 8.68 15.29
.22 Caliber 13.9 grains 8.03 14.20 25.01
Plastic-Skirt Pellet (Prometheus)
.177 Caliber 6.1 grains 2.17 4.88 10.97
(Steel Core 5.2 grains) (1.85) (4.16) (9.36)
.22 Caliber 9.1 grains 5.25 9.30 16.37
(Steei Core 7.9 grains) (4.56) (8.07) (14.21)
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MUZZLE-LOADING FIREARMS

Another fast-growing sport is muzzle loading. For years,
muzzle loaders were limited to big game because they were
too big for small-game hunting. The notable exception was
the muzzle-loading shotgun. Today, however, there are a
number of excellent replica arms in the smaller calibers of
.32, .36, and .40 which are excellent small-game firearms.

Like archery, muzzle loading for small game takes quite a
bit of practice. A person who is thinking of taking up muzzle
loading for big game would be wise to try it out on small
game with a smaller caliber first.

ARCHERY

Whenever we think of archery hunting, we tend to think
in terms of big game. Actually, archery hunting for small
game 1s a popular sport with growing numbers of followers.
It is a great means of getting in shape for the big-game season
and does put a fair amount of meat on the table.

The development of adjustable bow weights has made
the practice of hunting small game with a bow more practi-
cal. Now it is possible to “crank down” a bow from the big-
game weight of sixty pounds or more to a more reasonable
small-game weight of forty-five to fifty-five pounds. I use my
Golden Eagle Mark IV hunting bow on rabbits whenever
there is enough snow on the ground to make tracking pos-
sible. In hunting small game with a bow, it is a good idea to
leave the expensive hunting arrows at home and take to the
field with less expensive arrows since arrows are often dam-
aged by ground-level shots.

Flu-flus are arrows with oversized fletching on them. They
are used by bird hunters to slow the arrow rapidly and thus
prevent lost arrows. For the same reason, flu-flus are also
useful in squirrel hunting. For most of my small-game hunt-
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The Golden Eagle Mark IV hunting bow can be used on both large and
small game.

PHOTO COURTESY OF GOIL.DEN FAGLE ARCHERY
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The Hank Roberts Magnum crosshow; one of the bcttcr quahty huntmg
crossbows on the market.

ing, I use blunt-tip arrows on anything up to the size of a
cottontail and field points on jackrabbits or hares. For preda-
tors, I use hunting broadheads, which I also use on deer, and
take care to ensure they are razor sharp.

Although crossbows are not considered archery in many
states, the number of states where crossbows are legal for
hunting is growing rapidly. A crossbow for small-game hunt-
ing should fire at least a fourteen-inch arrow and have a draw
weight of no less than 125 pounds. A crossbow is no more
effective than a hand bow for hunting, and the ranges are
nearly the same. Crossbow hunting should be taken up as a
“fun sport” rather than as a means of seriously providing
meat for the table. Like the hand-bow arrows, crossbow
arrows are easily damaged hunting small game.

SLINGSHOTS

The first rabbit I killed was with a slingshot. The problem
with these weapons has been (and remains) errant boys who,
armed with slingshots, target windows, cars, headlights,
streetlights, etc. In some states, slingshots are illegal. Where

PHOTO COURTESY OF HANK ROBERTS, INC.
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Slingshots are effective small-game hunting arms.

they are legal, the slingshot is an excellent small-game arm.
Big-game hunters frequently carry slingshots into the high
country while hunting elk or other game. The quiet sling-
shots can be used to pot grouse or hares without having to
fire a shot and spook the game.

Ammunition for slingshots can be rocks, marbles, or even
the lead balls used in muzzle loaders. Since a slingshot can
be bought for less than ten dollars and a fine-quahty hunt-

PHOTO COURTESY OF WEBFER INTERNATIONAL CATAPULTS
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ing slingshot costs no more than forty dollars, they are
excellent choices for big-game hunters who want a light and
quiet weapon for small game.

OTHER ARMS

As I pointed out earlier, anything that can be shot or
thrown has been used to bring down game. Blowguns are
popular in some areas, and some people like to hunt with
spears or knives. I don’t support these alternate weapons for
hunting small game because most people do not have the
time to devote to mastering the techniques. The weapons I
have covered in this chapter have proven to be both effective
and humane. Hunting, as a sport, is under enough attack
from the antihunting faction that it does not need the added
bad publicity of injuring animals with blowguns or other
unusual weapons.

HUNTING AIDS

From clothing to Jeeps, there are hundreds of aids or gad-
gets on the market for the avid hunter. Some are useful,
but others are designed simply to attract the hunter’s pocket-
book.

First-aid kits are important. I always carry two kits, one in
my Jeep and the other in my belt pack or butt pack. I have
used these kits for everything from removing splinters to
saving a horse with a serious cut from barbed wire (nothing
says they have to be used on people!). My first-aid kit in-
cludes a bandage that can be applied to a bullet wound (at
least 2’ x 2”’) plus an assortment of Band-Aids, tweezers,
tape, and gauze. The first-aid kit in my Jeep is larger and can
be used to treat more serious wounds.

Whenever I am headed for the mountains to hunt grouse or
hares, I carry a compact survival kit that will get me through
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Three types of knives for small game: the three-blade pocketknife,
folding lockback knife, and standard skinning knife.

twenty-four hours in the high country. For trips closer to
home, I put the kit in my Jeep.

Knives are very important for all hunters, and I carry two.
One is a large survival knife that I keep sharp. While I don’t
carry this knife if I am going two miles out of town to hunt
bunnies, I do carry it on any trip that might leave me in the
remote country overnight. The other knife is a lockback
knife, which I use for cleaning game. Since I always clean
my game in the field before bringing it home, this knife is
kept sharp. In my Jeep is a small whetstone, just in case.

Wire, such as baling wire, is useful for tying game to a
tree or bumper for cleaning. A roll of wire carried in the
trunk or under the seat can be used for other emergencies as



46 MODERN SMALL-GAME HUNTING

well. A small roll of wire costs less than five dollars and will
last for several years.

The blood of all wild animals carries a number of viruses,
but there is no excuse for a hunter coming down with rabbit
fever today. A pair of rubber kitchen gloves (or surgical
gloves) makes the job of cleaning game easier and safer. I
carry two pairs, one in my pack and another pair for friends
in the glove box,

A short length of cotton cord or rope (about four feet) is
handy for carrying animals. All small-game animals carry
ticks and fleas. As the animal cools, the fleas and ticks look
for a new host. If you are carrying the animal in your hand
or in a game pouch on your shooting vest, they will migrate
to your body. Some of these fleas carry the plague and are
deadly. Don’t take a chance. For furred animals such as rab-
bits and squirrels, tie the rope to their legs and carry them on
the rope. Birds should be carried either by a rope or one of
the bird carriers sold in sporting goods stores. The game bag
may look traditional, but it is not safe.

I’'ve had a lot of people look at me funny because I carry a
pair of binoculars in my pocket when hunting small game.
I not only use them to scan rocks for rabbits, trees for
squirrels, and fields for running pheasants, but I've enjoyed
watching deer, elk, and other animals from a distance. The
pair I most often carry are Bausch & Lomb 7x24 Armored
Discover Binoculars. Any good, quality pair that will fit in
your pocket can be used, although they should be fogproof
and waterproof.

A hunting vest is a sort of traditional item. For waterfowl
hunting, a good canvas vest is a great investment. For most
other hunting, it is too heavy and hot. Vests, whether made
from mesh, cotton, or canvas, should have pockets for spent
shells and loops for holding extra ammo and should be fairly
quiet. Nylon shooting vests are noisy and snag easily. When
you buy a vest, remember that you will wear it on the out-
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The author’s hunting vest with a pistol belt. A hunting vest should have
looRs for extra ammunition and pockets for empties. Game should be
carried on a small length of cord or rope and not in the game pocket.

side of your other clothing. I've got a vest that fits just right
over a T-shirt but is too small over my hunting coat.

Hunting pants should not be jeans. In foul weather, jeans
do not hold in body heat, nor do they keep out stinging
nettles, cactus, or other thorns. They also snag easily. The
best hunting clothes are wool for winter and other heavy
materials for the other seasons. They should always have
extra knee, butt, and pocket space. Although as a youngster,
I used to chuckle at the hunters who were ‘“‘decked out,”
once I discovered why they wear the traditional clothing my
chuckling stopped. A good pair of hunting pants is an invest-
ment that will last for many years and make the sport a lot
more comfortable.

The last items in the way of clothing are, of course, boots.
Good hunting boots are not hard to find. The sporting goods
stores are full of them. They should be waterproof, warm,
flexible, and most of all offer some protection from cactus
thoms and snakes.
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Each form of small-game hunting has a selection of little
extras for that sport. These extras are just that, extras, yet
many of them are now “traditional.”’ They have a purpose,
which is to make the sport safer and more enjoyable. There
are decoys, calls, camouflage gear, and much, much more.

As the sport grows and changes from the pressures of a
growing population and shrinking wildlands, there will be
more ‘‘goodies” added. The actual hunting techniques will
change as animals retreat further into the wild and become
more adept at hiding and avoiding people.

More dangerous to hunting’s future is the unchecked
development of wildlands for ski areas, houses, parking lots,
etc. Because of this development, it is essential that hunters
take responsibility for the future of wild game. As hunters,
our first responsibility is to protect wild animals so future
generations can enjoy the sport of hunting. It is up to us
as hunters to ensure that the wild turkey, fox squirrel, and
cottontail will be here fifty years from now. Anything less
than a sporting approach to hunting endangers not only the
sport of hunting but the future of wildlife and even the right
to own firearms. Every bullet hole in a road sign from a frus-
trated hunter who missed a grouse or turkey is another bullet
hole closer to the end of our great hunting tradition.



“First get me a rabbit!”” I am sure everyone has heard the
story about how to make rabbit stew—you start with a rab-
bit. True enough! Getting the rabbit is the first step, but all
too often the second and third steps are skipped, and the
result is something less than what it could have been. Proper
handling of game animals in the field can result in a more
enjoyable meal once you have your game home. Poor field
handling can result in very poor eating.

All game animals, from dove to big game, should be
treated with tender loving care from the minute you pick
them up. The one hard rule about handling wild game in the
field 1s to cool the animal as quickly as possible in order to
prevent the meat from spoiling or taking on a flavor from
internal fluid leakage. Shot holes from any type of weapon
used to kill the animal will puncture several of the animal’s
organs, tubes, etc. The fluids released will quickly send their
foul taste throughout the meat of the animal, thereby spoil-
Ing it.

In some cases, such as with cottontails, the quicker the ani-
mal is gutted, the more tender it will be when cooked. I've
tried the following several times with rabbits shot in the
head: one rabbit I would leave “whole”” with the entrails
intact for two or three hours, and the other I would field
dress as soon as I killed it. The field-dressed rabbit was not

only sweeter, but also more tender.

49
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Although field dressing of all game is important, a second
step is seasoning the game. All wild game benefits from sea-
soning. Some hunters hang their fowl until the tail feathers
pull free with only a slight tug. This works to an extent.
However, in warm weather and in warmer parts of the coun-
try, your meat could spoil or become infested with maggots
in a very short time. One of the safest and best ways to sea-
son all wild game animals is to hang them in an old refriger-
ator kept in a garage or basement for that purpose. Adjust
the controls so the temperature is 40° F. and no lower than
35° F. Remove the inside shelves and replace them with
wooden dowels. When you have game to season, hang the
bird or animal from the dowels by either the hind legs or
feet (on birds), using cotton string to tie the animal in place.
You should allow ample room around each bird or animal for
air to circulate. Place an open box of baking soda in the bot-
tom of the compartment to absorb odors from the game dur-
ing the aging process. Consult the “Seasoning Chart” for the
length of time each species should be seasoned.

After field dressing your game in the field, you should
carry all furred animals with a rope to prevent fleas and other
parasites from migrating from the dead animal to your own
body. After field dressing, birds can be carried in a game bag
on the back of your vest for a short time. In warm weather
such as dove season, it is a good idea to keep a cooler with ice
in your car or truck. After shooting half a dozen birds, trans-
fer them to the ice chest rather than leaving them in the open
or carrying them around in your game bag.

Although all game birds should be field dressed as soon as
possible, there may be times when you do not want to
remove the entrails and organs until after the bird has been
weighed. (Turkey is one bird that is commonly weighed
before cleaning.) If you plan to keep the bird intact for
weighing or mounting, place it in a plastic bag and ice it
down as soon as possible. This procedure does nothing for



SEASONING CHART FOR SMALL GAME

All game should be clean and the body cavity washed out. Birds are sea-
soned with the feathers and skin on. Furred small game are seasoned after
skinning. Be sure the internal cavity is clean on all animals. You can use
the refrigerator for seasoning if you don’t have an old refrigerator con-
verted to a seasoning box. Simply wrap the bird or animal in plain
brown paper and place it in the refrigerator. In a seasoning box, birds
should be hung by the feet, animals by the hind legs. The seasoning
temperature for all of these species should be 35 to 40°F.

MINIMUM TIME MAXIMUM TIME
SPECIES (hours) (hours)
Cottontails 12 48
Hares 24 72
Raccoons 24 72
Opossums 24 72
Dove 24 24
Quail 24 36
Ptarmigan 24 36
Grouse 24 48
Partridge 24 48
Wild turkeys 24 96
Ducks (small) 24 48
Ducks (large) 24 72
Geese 24 72

Ring-necked pheasant 24 72
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the flavor but will help preserve the bird’s weight or size if
you intend to mount it.

If you can’t get a bird or small animal to a taxidermist for
some time, the best way to handle the animal is to first wash
away all bloodstains before they have a chance to set and
then dry the feathers or fur. Carefully fold the wings of the
bird into place and then wrap it with plastic and freeze flat.
Never wrap any game animal or bird intended for mounting
with newspapers since the ink will come off on the fur or
feathers. For furred animals intended for mounting, after
washing and drying the fur, carefully comb out any dirt,
leaves, or other matter in the fur. Fold the legs into natural
positions; then wrap the animal and freeze it flat.

I do not advise anyone who is not trained in taxidermy to
attempt to skin a bird or small animal for the taxidermist. It
can be done, but the taxidermist uses the body of the original
animal to help plan the form the skin will be placed over for
the finished mount. If you must skin the animal for the taxi-
dermist, place the bird or animal on its back and spread its
wings and/or legs. Push the fur or feathers back to expose the
skin in a straight line from the anal opening to the lower end
of the breastbone. With a very sharp knife, cut along this
line. Cut only the skin and do not penetrate the thin mem-
brane protecting the internal organs. Use your fingers to
slowly peel the skin away from the animal, using the knife
where necessary to cut the membrane.

For the tail, cut the tail muscles and backbone imme-
diately behind the vent, but do not cut the flesh holding the
tail in place. On the legs, as you remove the skin, work the
leg up through the skin. Leave the lower portion of the leg
intact and do not attempt to skin it. Cut the leg at the knee
joint.

Do not attempt to skin the head, but remove the skin very
carefully from the neck and then cut the head free at the
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base of the skull. Use your knife and fingers to remove the
brain and other flesh in the skull.

For wings, push only the first section of wing free of the
skin and leave the rest intact, cutting the wing at the first
joint.

After skinning, return the skin to its original position and
rub it with dry cornmeal or flour to soak up any blood. If
several days elapse before you can get the skin to the taxi-
dermist, the skin should be salted and allowed to dry or
frozen if possible.

The skinning process is long and involved and requires
careful attention to detail. You are far better off putting
your birds or animals on ice, even overnight, than trying to
skin the animal yourself.

If you are intending to sell a pelt to a fur buyer, handle
the animal in the field much as you would for the taxider-
mist. An important consideration here is that any damage to
the pelt will lower its value. Any animal killed for its pelt
should be shot cleanly so that it does not bleed. Most hunters
who fur hunt opt for a neck or head shot; the single shot to
the head is most effective. A shot to the body will result in
blood damage to the fur.

As soon as the animal is killed, it should be washed clean
of blood. If you plan to be in the area for several hours, you
will have to skin <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>