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A Sign of the Times
Each year in Wisconsin and several other states, tons of venison are donated 
through the “Hunt for the Hungry” program . For over 15 years, this program has 
provided much-needed meat for lower-income Americans . But in a sign of the 
times, donations fell sharply once the recession of 2008 hit . It wasn’t that fewer deer 
were harvested; it was that hunters needed to feed their own families . 

Hunting today is considered more of a sport and less a necessity, but the economic 
climate is changing that for many Americans . This isn’t the first time that Americans 
have turned to hunting to put meat on the table . In fact, it’s only in the past couple 
of generations that we have gotten away from the land when it comes to putting 
food on the table . But perhaps it’s time to take a look back and relearn the lessons 
of yesteryear . The wooded and wilderness areas of the country are still rich in game, 
large and small, and in these troubled times, it represents a bonanza of food for 
hungry families . 
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History Lessons
In rural America during the Great Depression, local banks went bust, leaving rural 
families with only a couple of dollars in their pockets . The Great Plains entered a 
nine-year drought . Farmers not only lost crop income, but also lost the ability to 
raise food on their own land . Families that once relied on their hard work to coax 
food from fertile ground were plunged into poverty and hunger .

Many farms had vegetables, fruit trees, egg-laying chickens, and often a milk cow . 
Yet all across the nation, meat (beef, pork, and poultry) tended to be expensive . At 
the worst of the Great Depression in 1935, the average per capita consumption of 
meat was just 75 .6 pounds for the whole year .i Contrast that with 160 .7 pounds per 
capita consumed in 2009 . As a result, rural families relied on hunting every day to 
supply one-quarter to one-third of their diets with meat .

With gasoline being an expense many could not afford, most hunting during the 
Great Depression was done within walking distance of the farmhouse . Typically, 
young boys would go hunting early each morning before going to school . Some 
were even forced to quit school to provide for their families . 

While the firearms used were far simpler and far less expensive than the ones used 
today, ammunition was still a costly expense . In many families, every shell was 
expected to bring game home to the dinner table . Men who grew up then recall 
how they were given only one round for their  .22 caliber rifles to use for hunting the 
day’s meat . One story tells of Clarence Schultz of Duluth who had nineteen reasons 
to go hunting . Reasons 1-17 were himself and his 16 brothers and sisters . Reason 
18 was his mother—who sent him out to hunt with his  .22-caliber rifle and warned 
him not waste any shells . According to his boyhood friend, Jeff Langford, “For 
a nickel, you got ten  .22 shells . If he didn’t come back with ten rabbits, his mom 
would give him a whippin’ .” And that was reason #19 .ii

Rabbits and other small game were common table fare during the Great Depression . 
A man with the handle of OldStudent posted on an online discussion board about 
his father, who had hunted as a boy in the 1930s . OldStudent related family lore that 
“[his father’s] sisters would get mad at him for all the rabbits—they were sick of 
eating rabbit .” Unfortunately deer were hard to find .iii
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By 1937, the estimated deer population for all of Missouri was down to only 2,000 .iv 
Whitetail deer and most other big game had been nearly wiped out in the late 1800s 
by market hunters sending meat to Europe . They nearly hunted deer to extinction 
from Pennsylvania to the Rockies . During the Great Depression, hunting almost 
destroyed this endangered population for good . Wild turkey nearly vanished, and 
even to this day, it is still difficult to find this shy bird in parts of the southeast 
United States .

Hunting wasn’t the 
only way families 
supplied themselves 
with meat during the 
Depression . Trap lines 
were used to capture 
small game such as 
raccoon, muskrat, 
opossum, squirrel, 
and ground hog . 
Trapping not only 
provided food, but 
also valuable hides 
from fur-bearing 
animals such as mink 
and fox used by the 
clothing industry . 
Families also put fish 
on the dining table 
using any means 
necessary, including 
illegal methods such 
as “noodling” and 
“trout tickling .” For-
tunately, most local 
sheriffs sympathized 
with their neighbors 
and turned a blind 
eye when it came to 
hungry hunters going 
over the legal bag limit .

In this iconic 1936 photograph, Depression-era photographer Dorthea 
Lange captured the grim heartache experienced by so many Americans at 
the time. Florence Owens Thompson and her children had been living in a 
tent, subsisting on vegetables gleaned from surrounding fields and birds the 
children killed. The photograph was snapped just after Florence had sold 
the tires from her car to buy food.



How To Feed Your Family With Your GunMEAT HUNTER

6

Food For Consumers 
Is Easy Today…But Farms 
Are Not Self-Sufficient
Agriculture has changed considerably since the 1930s . It has now become 
a specialized rotating monoculture—that means growing corn one year, soybeans 
the next, and not a lot else . The cost of seed, fertilizer, and machinery can leverage 
a farm into millions of dollars of debt . Nebraska farm wife Helen Bolton observed 
that modern farmers are completely different from those who survived the 1930s: 
“They don’t have chickens . They don’t milk . They don’t bake bread . They don’t do 

anything like that, and they don’t can 
too much anymore  . . . Of course, a lot of 
women work in town, now days .”v

 
Most Americans are so accustomed to 
convenience that many view it as an 
entitlement . More and more people have 
fled the suburbs and built single-family 
homes in once-rural areas, creating a 
checkerboard of “farmettes” and small 
estates . While these spreads have the 
outward look and feel of self-sufficient 
homesteads, it’s an illusion; most rely on 
Walmart more than their own gardens .

Politicians are squabbling over economic 
policy in Europe and at home . Citizens 
angered at government bailouts to 
corporations have taken to the streets 
all around the world . With this back 
drop, is it any wonder that in October 
of 2011, Federal Reserve Chairman Ben 
Bernanke guardedly warned Congress 
that the “recovery is close to faltering .”vi 
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Hunting Can Feed 
Your Family
In spite of modern conveniences and a Walmart on every corner, hunting, fishing, 
and trapping are still inexpensive ways to provide meat to your family . Wild meat 
has an advantage over most of the meat available in stores today, too . It’s not loaded 
with antibiotics and hormones, or fed an artificial diet . 

Lucky for us, big game has rebounded and is plentiful . Since the 1950s, deer 
populations have exploded . Current estimates put them at about 20 million and in 
some areas they are considered a dangerous nuisance .vii According to State Farm 
Insurance, there were an estimated 2 .3 million collisions between deer and vehicles 
in the U .S . between July 1, 2008 and June 30, 2010 .viii Wild hogs, the legacy of our 
ancestors who let their pigs feed in unfenced meadows and forests, have overrun 
much of Texas and the Gulf Coast . Feral swine are a problem in 40 states . Breeding 
populations exist as far north as Michigan . Yet, for all the squealing going on over 
their numbers, wild hogs represent a virtually untapped food resource . In addition, 
they taste just as good as pen-raised pork from the grocery store—and tend to be 
leaner . Meanwhile, the wild turkey population, which nearly shrunk to 30,000 birds 
nationwide in 
the 1930s, has 
surged back with 
an estimated 
population of 7 
million birds .ix  

The meat is out 
there in the 
fields, across the 
streams, and 
in the hollows 
in abundance . 
There’s just one 
catch: you have 
to catch it .

Wild hogs represent a virtually untapped food source as far north as Michigan.
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Meat Hunting vs . 
Trophy Hunting
Does meat hunting differ from sport hunting? Yes . If you’re seeking a rack to put 
over the mantelpiece, if you’re hunting to bond with the guys in your annual fall 
ritual, if the gadgets and gizmos you have are as important as 
the hunt itself—
you’re sport 
hunting . If your 
main priority 
is to get meat 
for your family, 
you’re hunting to 
survive . As one 
hunter recalled 
from growing up in 
the Great Depression, 
“Hunting meant you had food 
the next day . I was selective of game as food, 
not for trophy .”x 

Trophy hunting frequently focuses on the 
sport and the ritual of hunting, of the pursuit 
and the kill . Those rituals include selecting 
the ground, evaluating the animal population, 
tracking animal movements, perhaps even 
setting up trail cameras and selecting an 
individual animal . Most of the animals that 
trophy hunters tend to hunt are the larger 
and older animals . In the case of that 180-
inch buck (Boone and Crockett scoring sys-
tem), it might be 7-8 years old . An animal that 
old most likely has already bred several times, it 
is experienced at evading hunters, and its meat will 
likely be tough and very gamey . Trophy hunters help 
with game management by thinning the big alpha 

Talk to experienced 
local hunters. Most are happy 

to introduce new people to 
hunting and can give lots of 

useful advice about 
your area. 
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males from the population to help encourage bloodline diversity . Killing larger, 
older bucks lets the young ones have their turn in the cycle of life .

Trophy hunting is Big Buck$; a multi-billion dollar industry throughout the North 
American continent . It promotes a romanticized vision of communing with nature 
and involves merchandising, celebrity spokesman endorsements, gear sales, 
packaged hunts, equipment rentals, and video sales . For some hunters who 
don’t want to devote the time to planning and honing their skills, the desire for a 
stuffed head on their wall drives them to buy a “canned hunt .” In these, an animal 
is raised within the confines of a game ranch until it is old enough to be shot by a 
paying “sportsman .”  

Meat hunting is not for the squeamish . It’s about killing a living creature, cutting 
open its warm belly, removing its guts and organs, and lugging the rest of it back 
home . When you get the meat home, you’ll need to hang it to let blood drain, then 
skin it . You’ll then need to cut the meat from the carcass into small pieces to store . 
If killing and butchering animals yourself is something you haven’t ever dealt with, 
you’ll need to think about whether or not you can really do it . The experience can 
be very daunting and humbling . You’ll also find out that on a very deep, primal 
level, when it provides the sustenance for you and your family, it can be rewarding .

The Basic Necessities
You don’t need to spend hundreds of dollars at sporting good shops and hunting 
stores to get the right firearm for hunting . Reliable, no-frills hunting rifles can be 
found for under $150 at pawn shops and even gun shows . You will also need to 
obtain a gun permit and license for your state . If you are new to firearms, a smaller 
caliber rifle is a good place to start to hone your shooting accuracy . You’ll also need 
to learn about gun safety and safe hunting practices so you can avoid a tragedy .

Talk to experienced local hunters . Most are happy to introduce new people to 
hunting and can give lots of useful advice about your area . They can guide you to 
local resources such as classes on hunting, gun safety, and archery . You can also pick 
up information on classes on field dressing game, and even wilderness survival . 
Trying to learn these new skills under duress is extremely difficult . Don’t wait until 
a crisis hits and your family is starving . Start learning now .
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Hunting seasons and hunting laws are regulated on a state-by-state basis . Each state 
has regulations that reflect both the needs of their human and game animal 
populations . Generally speaking, game animals are divided into two groups: small 
game and large game . 

Small Game
Small game, obviously, includes smaller animals such as rabbit, ground hogs, squirrels, 
raccoons, pheasants, turkeys, geese, and ducks . Small game is subdivided into game 
(rabbit, ground hogs, squirrels, raccoons), furbearing game (minks, coyote, fox), 
upland fowl (turkey, ruffed grouse, pheasant), and waterfowl (ducks, geese, and also 
tundra swan) . In a survival situation, as former sport hunters turn to survival hunting, 
the natural inclination will be to go for the big stuff, leaving less competition for 
small game . 

Since game is a natural resource maintained by the state, State Departments of 
Natural Resources (DNRs) usually issue a single license for hunting all small game . 
To prevent overhunting, DNRs also set bag limits for the number of animals that 
can be taken . For example, in Iowa the daily bag limit for a cottontail rabbit is 10, 
with a possession limit of 20 . Ruffed grouse, on the other hand, has a daily bag limit 
of 3 with possession limited to only 6 . This means that you can only have at most 
20 cottontail rabbits and 6 ruffed grouse in your freezer at any one time .xi While the 
regulation might give voracious cottontail rabbit-eaters something to grouse about, 
this rule allows rabbit numbers to rebuild and supplies other predators (such as 
bald eagles and hawks) with food for the winter . 

Waterfowl and other migratory birds are a national resource protected under the 
Migratory Bird Treaty Act . As such, they are protected by the U .S . Fish and Wildlife 
Service . Hunters age 16 or older must carry an unexpired federal migratory bird 

hunting and conservation stamp (a duck stamp) with them . The stamp is $15, 
printed by the U .S . Postal Service, and features an expiration date . Stamp 

sales help pay for wetland conservation . Hunters need to stay informed 
about changes to federal rules, as these can change each 

year depending on a variety of factors affecting waterfowl 
health and population .
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Large Game
Large game includes the bigger animals such as bison, deer, elk, bear, and antelope . 
Separate licenses must be purchased for each individual animal taken . Costs can 
vary from state to state, season to season . In Texas, the cost of a resident hunting 
license is $25 . Some states require that hunters fill out a tag for their deer kills . For 
instance, Texas deer tags must be completed immediately upon the killing of a deer, 
as well as filling in a log entry on the back of the hunting license .xii

Unless society has completely broken down, always respect the hunting laws . They 
protect animal populations so that they won’t be hunted to extinction . Individu-
als who recklessly hunt over the possession limit or out of season, without the 
appropriate license, are 
making a costly rendez-
vous with trouble . In 
2006, Oklahoma game 
wardens apprehended 
two Texans with six 
illegally taken whitetail 
deer . Though the two 
agreed to a plea agree-
ment with the county 
district attorney, each 
faced over $4,000 .00 in 
fines and 120 days in 
jail .xiii They could also 
have had their rifles and 
equipment confiscated 
and their hunting privileges revoked in Oklahoma . In a Pennsylvania case, Michael 
Eugene Sponseller, Jr ., was driving down a road when he spotted a trophy-class 
deer standing in a field . He stopped his car, stalked the deer, and killed it with his 
bow and arrow . He took the deer and drove 100 miles to another county where 
bow hunting season was in effect and told state game authorities that he had killed 
the deer there . DNA analysis proved otherwise . He was sentenced to pay $1,100 in 
fines, $622 .50 in court costs, $5,000 in replacement costs for the whitetail — and 
also faced revocation of hunting privileges in the state for up to six years .xiv 
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Bullets, Bunnies, Birds, and 
Bambi: Size Matters
One of the most important things to keep in mind when you go hunting is using 
the weapon and ammunition for the right animal . After all, you don’t want to shoot 
a deer with a small caliber rifle that wounds the animal and lets it run away to die 
slowly from infection . Conversely, you don’t want to shoot a rabbit with too 
powerful a caliber that leaves only a puff of fur and pink mist . You need to use the 
right tools for the right animal to insure a quick, clean, humane kill without 
damaging the meat . 

For small game, such as rabbits and squirrels, a small caliber bullet (between  .17 
and  .22) is the right choice because it causes a small entry wound that will kill but 
not damage most of the animal’s body . Next, think about how far away you might 
need to be to take a squirrel or rabbit unawares, because your range distance will 
determine the weight of the bullet (measured in grains) and the size of the cartridge . 

Even with a 
small caliber 
bullet, the 
punch packed 
in the explo-
sive force of 
the cartridge 
contributes 
to the bullet’s 
stopping power 
(calculated in 
foot-pounds of 
energy) . A big 
cartridge that 
could bring 
down a coyote 
at over 100 

yards, for example, might shred a rabbit at a much closer range . Generally, the 
ammunition choice would be a  .22 long rifle cartridge . It has range of 85 yards and 
effectively dispatches animals weighing 10 pounds or less .
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If you are hunting ducks, geese, or turkeys, then you are going to be looking at 
shotguns . Originally called “fowling pieces”, shotguns are mostly smoothbore 
guns that fire shells loaded with multiple pellets (traditionally lead, but other 
non-contaminating metals are also used) . Shotguns are rated in gauges . The 
gauge is determined by the weight, in fractions of a pound, of a solid sphere of lead . 
The diameter of that sphere determines the inside diameter of the gun barrel . So a 
10-gauge shotgun has the inside diameter equal to that of a sphere made from one-
tenth of a pound of lead .

Shotgun shells are almost like little cannons, containing almost the same load 
pattern as a Civil War era cannon . There is the primer in the back, then gunpowder, 
wadding, and then the shot . When the gun is fired, the firing pin strikes the shell 
primer . The primer ignites the gunpowder and explodes . The explosive force expels 
the wadding and shot out the gun barrel . Because the wadding is lightweight paper, 
plastic, or fiber, it doesn’t travel far (usually only 20 feet) . As the shot flies down the 
barrel, it begins to spread away from each other creating a pattern that can actually 
help identify the gun it is fired from . This cloud of shot can remain fairly compact 
until it begins to lose speed over distance . A way to modify the shot pattern is put 
a choke on the shotgun barrel, which squeezes the shot cloud closer together . A 
tighter pattern concentrates the damage and improves accuracy . The average effec-
tive range of a shotgun is 50 yards . The result is that hunters who go after birds, es-
pecially shy birds like wild turkeys, must lure the bird closer to them . The operative 
word is patience . When hunting with a shotgun, the best tactic is to get the cleanest 
shot at the bird’s head and neck . After all, you don’t want anyone to be picking out 
birdshot on their plate .

Large game requires a large bullet with greater range . Most hunting rifles for large 
game tend to be  .30 caliber or larger, with cartridges that have an effective range 
between 100 and 300 yards . Since deer on average weigh some 150 pounds, the  .30-
30 is one of the most common deer cartridges in North America (-30 stands for the 
standard load of 30 grains (1 .9 g) of early smokeless gun powder) . Elk, which weigh 
from 500 to 700 pounds, are typically hunted with a  .33 or 7mm round .

Ammunition can be expensive . A box of 20  .303 rounds can cost about $30 or 
more . While the bullets themselves often are destroyed, center-fire cartridge casings 
can be re-loaded . Complete reloading kits for rifles and shotguns can be found for 
under $500 . Over time, becoming a skilled reloader can improve your shooting and 
save you hundreds of dollars .
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One Way To Improve 
Accuracy
Being able to mount a telescopic sight on a hunting rifle has made hunting easier . 
By improving accuracy, hunters are able to ensure clean kills, cause less suffering 
to the animal, and decrease the chance that another person down range will not 
get injured if a shot goes wide . While easy to use and fairly inexpensive (entry level 
scopes cost about $40 new; you may be able to find used ones for less), sights must 
be aligned and maintained properly to be effective . While inexpensive laser sights are 
also available, hunting regulations vary from state to state with some permitting laser 
sight use, some not . The best thing to do is know your state’s hunting regulations .

Bow Hunting For Survival…
Or Not

Because bow hunting dates 
back thousands, of years, it’s 
easy to assume that it’s superior 
for survival hunting . But the 
reality is just the opposite . When 
money is tight and survival is 
at stake, bow hunting holds no 
advantage over hunting with a 
firearm . Here’s why .

Bow hunting is one of the most 
challenging ways to hunt game 
because you must be signifi-
cantly closer to the animal than 
if you were hunting with a rifle . 
For hunting deer, you must be 
just 30 yards away—or closer . 
You will need to silently draw 
back your bowstring, aim, and Bow hunting may be personally satisfying, but it’s usually more 

expensive and less efficient than hunting with a shotgun.
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release your arrow before the animal can detect you . While it’s not impossible, the 
bow hunters’ mantra is practice, practice, practice . Hunting bows require between 45 
and 70 pounds of force to draw back the string . To pull back that load comfortably, 
take aim, and then release with consistent accuracy takes a lot of practice .  

While bow hunting is fun and challenging, its initial set-up costs are more 
expensive than rifle hunting . A beginner compound bow set to help you learn to 
draw and shoot with accuracy can cost around $200—a third more than a hunting 
rifle . Upgrading the bow with a better sight, string release, and arrow rest might add 
another $200 or more . Carbon-shaft arrows run from $6 each upwards—
significantly more than gun ammunition . Add in field points or broad head tips 
and you can add another $8 (ideally, you can retrieve your arrows) . Most bow 
hunters will spend about $1000 on their rig . Bow hunters have a lower success rate 
versus rifle hunters . The Maryland DNR reports success rates of 35% for bow 
hunters and 45% for firearm hunters (excluding muzzle loaders) .xv 

Fish Food
Grab your fishing 
pole! Eating fish is 
an important part of 
a healthy diet for all 
ages . Fish contain 
high quality protein, 
omega-3 fatty acids, 
and important 
vitamins and 
minerals . The 
American Health 
Association 
recommends 
eating fish a 
minimum of twice 
per week to achieve 
the most health 
benefits that may 



How To Feed Your Family With Your GunMEAT HUNTER

16

protect adults against cancer, heart disease, dementia, diabetes, depression, rheumatoid 
arthritis, psoriasis, prostate cancer, stroke, and autoimmune disease .

Common freshwater species include bass, trout, certain species of salmon, walleye, 
pike, crappie, and catfish . Other species, such as some sturgeon, can be caught but 
are endangered and must be released immediately . With 10,000 miles of coastline, 
saltwater fishing can be as cheap and simple as standing on the beach and fishing 
in the surf . As with hunting, fishing is also a major sport industry with enthusiasts 
spending huge amounts of time and money on expensive fishing tackle, gear, travel, 
and especially boats . This makes for a great resale market in pawn and consignment 
shops, where you can pick up quality gear for a fraction of the retail cost . 

Whether you fish in a stream or in the surf, the trick to catching fish is using the 
right bait . Good freshwater natural baits include worms (night-crawlers from your 
yard), leeches, minnows, crayfish, crickets, and grasshoppers . Saltwater baits include 
bloodworms, eels, crabs, shrimp, squid, and cut-up pieces of other fish .

Check state regulations to make sure the bait you choose is legal for where you’re 
fishing . Also remember that if you have unused bait at the end of your trip to throw 
it in the trash . Some states may permit the use of non-native species of live minnows 
for bait, but do not want them released into lakes or rivers where they will have the 
chance to grow .

Fishing regulations vary from state to state and whether or not it is freshwater or 
saltwater, with certain restrictions placed on specific rivers at specific locations . 
Ponds and lakes can also have restrictions placed on them . And since rivers and 
lakes are used as state (and national) boundaries, restrictions, and limits can apply 
to both sides . Fortunately, states that share boundary waters usually have license 
reciprocity agreements with neighboring states, allowing residents in neighboring 
states to fish without requiring an expensive non-resident license .

In most states, fishing on a private pond or lake does not require a license if 
you are the owner . In terms of day-to-day practicality, you’re not going 

to have too many conservation officers showing up at a private pond 
to enforce the law unless the landowner complains about someone 

fishing without permission .
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Fishing techniques are not just limited to fishing poles, and these techniques are 
ideal for those on a shoestring budget who don’t want to spend a lot of money on 
gear . Many states permit the use of trotlines . Trotlines are submerged lines hung 
across river or stream channels from which lines with baited hooks are weighed 
down into the water . Another method is jug fishing, where a sealed plastic jug (or 
2 liter soda bottle) bobs on the surface of the water, suspending a weighted line (an 
old bolt or even an old spark plug) with a baited hook below . Multiple jugs can be 
set out by boat and the jugs can also be anchored in place with a rock or brick . Both 
trotlines and jug fishing are best used for catching catfish .

A Word of Warning: 
Polluted Waters
Even if you are a great fisherman and are able to hook something on your line every 
time you cast your hook, you may find that you may not want to eat the fish you 
catch . Pollutants that have run off into streams, rivers, and lakes accumulate in the 
fish . These chemicals (mercury and cancer-causing PCB’s and dioxins) usually 
settle into the mud at the bottom and remain . Because fish tend to be territorial, 
they wind up consuming plants and prey that have these chemicals in them . Both 
the EPA and FDA recommend limiting consumption to one meal per week of all 
larger size predator fish (such as walleye and bass), which are more likely to have 
higher concentrations of mercury .

States, as well as independent research labs, are great sources for learning which 
rivers and lakes have chemical contamination problems . Some rivers will be safe 
for eating some fish caught in specific locations . For example, the Maine Environ-
mental Research Institute recommends people do not consume more than 12 to 24 
fish meals per year from the Kennebec River (Madison to Augusta) and the Penob-
scot River (below Mattaseunk Dam, Woodville to Bangor) .xvi The Iowa DNR warns 
against eating more than one meal per week of any fish caught in the Upper Iowa 
River from County Road 76 in Allmakee County to County Road W20 in Win-
neshiek County due to mercury .xvii 

Not all freshwater and saltwater habitats have these problems . All the same, check 
out what your state DNR says about chemical contaminants where you plan to fish . 
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Trapping
“The best years of my life were spent trapping.”

- Kit Carson

In survival movies, you often see the characters hunting for food . But for a truly 
time-efficient way to catch your food, trapping is even better . And since many 
people won’t think of it, or won’t invest in the equipment and practice to master 
trapping, there may well be far less competition . 

In early America when most of the 
West was still free, wild, and wide open, 
mountain men roamed from the deserts 
to the mountains and across the great 
plains, trapping animals for the lucra-
tive European fur trade . Since that time, 
very little about trapping and snaring 
has changed—not because of a lack of 
attention, but because the techniques of 
yesteryear still work extremely well . 

Once set, traps and snares do the work 
for you, trapping animals around the 
clock even when you’re not there . (That 
leaves you free to go hunt and fish .) 
One experienced trapper points out, 
“A properly trained trapper can outdo 
any hunter alive . It is simple math, really . 
Think about it . A hunter can only be in 
one spot and not every minute of every 
day . Now replace the hunter with 12 

snares set on 12 different trails, 2 miles apart, working 24/7 . Who do you think is 
going to be eating good?”xviii

 
Most of the traps used today for hunting can be divided into three types: foothold 
traps, body gripping traps, and snares .

American outdoorsman and trapper Kit Carson 
considered his trapping days to be among the hap-
piest of his life. Trapping has changed very little 
since Carson made his living at it in the 1830’s.
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Foothold Traps
Foothold traps are the ones most baby-boomers remember first seeing in cartoons 
as bear traps with huge, savage teeth . Powered by steel springs, the traps’ jaws snap 
shut as soon as the trigger plate in the center of the trap is stepped on . Sizes run as 
small as weasel all the way up to bear . Nowadays, they have been modified to reduce 
animal suffering . Primarily used for furbearing small game, modern foothold traps 
have offset jaws to reduce pressure and injury to the caught animal .

Body Gripping Traps
Body gripping traps are designed to kill the target animal quickly by snapping 
tightly across the animal’s neck or spine . This type of trap is known as a Conibear 
trap after its inventor, Frank Conibear, who invented the trap in 1957 . The trap is 
made of round bar steel, is inexpensive, and has been hailed as one of the great 
innovations to trapping in the 20th century . Sizes run from muskrat to beaver .

Shallow riverbanks are an ideal place to set traps for beaver, mink, otter, and muskrat.
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Snares
Snares have been around since prehistoric times and are extremely effective when 
set correctly . Steel cable and wire have replaced sinew and rope snares, but the 
method remains the same . Formed into a noose, the snare is partially anchored and 
set so that the target animal enters by sticking its head through the loop . Its forward 
movement draws the loop tighter around its neck until it is trapped . The two things 
that make a snare work are the size of the animal it is set for and the height from the 
ground the snare is set . Snares for rabbits need to be set with loops large enough set 
at the correct height to let their heads through but not their bodies . Beavers, on the 
other hand, would require a larger loop set at a different height . Snares must also be 
set with enough slack to allow the animal to walk along far enough to let the loop 
close . If it’s too tight, the target animal might sense it is an obstacle and back out of 
the loop . Once caught, an animal will struggle to free itself, probably damaging the 
cable in the process . Fortunately, steel snaring cable is only pennies by the foot . New 
snaring cable should be boiled in water and baking soda to remove factory oils and 
grease . As it weathers, it will turn a dull gray color and be harder for animals to see .

Regulatory Issues
Once again, state regulations vary for trapping . Some stipulate that only certain 
game (usually furbearing) can be taken with traps . In these instances, both leg hold 
and Conibear traps set for beaver, mink, river otter, and muskrat are positioned in 
shallow water along the shores and banks of rivers, lakes, and ponds . Sometimes 
the trap is attached to a weight sunk in deeper water . The animal, when caught by 
the foot, tries to escape by diving into deep water and drowns . Many states will 
only allow traps with diameters of 8 inches or larger to be set only in this way . Most 
states prohibit taking deer with snares and all states require that snares and traps are 
not set in fields known to be in use by livestock . States also prohibit setting traps on 
public rights of way and within a certain distance of permanent residences so that 

people and pets will not be injured .

Set your traps where you are able to check them often, ideally every day . 
Private landowners will sometimes permit trappers to set traps on their 

land . Always treat the landowner’s property where you are privileged 
to hunt or trap better than your own because you are only a guest .
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You’ve Killed It . Now what?
Once you’ve made your kill, there are certain things that must be done to help 
preserve the meat safely . The specifics vary from species to species, but essentially 
it is removing the animal’s internal organs, removing its skin (or feathers), cut-
ting up the carcass, and processing the meat for storage . Before you go hunting for 
meat, get a hold of a pre-1998 edition of Rombauer and Becker’s Joy of Cooking 
for an exhaustive collection on preparing game . Rabbits, for example, can be used 
as a substitute for any dish using chicken . So can some game birds, but many have 
their own recipes . Large game is a major undertaking . For field dressing you will 
need strong rope, clean cloth, and a sharp hunting knife (5 inches) . For butchering 
the carcass, you will need a saw, plenty of butchers paper, sharp knives, and a meat 
grinder if you want to make venison sausage . To avoid contamination, don’t use the 
same knife to butcher the meat that you used for gutting the deer .

Butchering Small 
Game Animals
Cottontail rabbits should be skinned and gutted (or “paunched”) as soon as possible 
to prevent the internal organs from spoiling the meat . Because rabbits carry the 
highly infectious bacteria tularemia, you should wear rubber gloves for paunching . 

•	 Slit	open	the	belly	by	cutting	from	ribcage	to	the	pelvic	bone.	Only	cut	deep	
enough to open the skin and not to puncture any of the guts .

•	 The	guts	will	tumble	out	mostly	by	themselves.	Without	squeezing,	gently	pull	
them out . The stomach may need a firm tug to tear it free . The guts, head, and 
skin should be disposed of immediately .

•	 The	heart,	lungs,	liver,	and	kidneys	can	be	removed	next.	They	will	be	held	in	
place by the diaphragm . Once removed, these organs can be removed . 

Important: Carefully examine the liver to make sure it is a deep red color. If you see 
small white or yellow spots on it, discard the entire rabbit immediately. These cysts are 
a symptom of tularemia. While some believe soaking the carcass in bleach will kill the 
bacteria, it is far safer to dispose of it and get another rabbit. Wipe down the inside of 
the carcass with cold water and keep chilled.
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•	 If	you	plan	to	let	the	meat	age,	store	in	a	cool,	dry	place	and	leave	the	skin	on	to	
prevent the meat from drying out .

 
Rabbits are skinned most easily by hanging them upside down . Tie the back legs 
together securely and hang the rabbit from a tree branch . If you are closer to home, 
hang it from a 16 penny nail driven into the side of a post .
 

Dressing Small Game Birds
To tenderize and improve the flavor, games birds, such as ducks and pheasants, 
should be hung . How long to hang them depends on the alchemy of the bird’s age, 
the weather conditions it was caught in, and personal preference . Generally, the 
longer the bird hangs, the more gamey the flavor and the more tender the meat . 
On the other hand, the longer you leave a dead animal hanging uncleaned, the 
more likelihood those germs will multiply rapidly .

Several British and Australian studies have discovered that certain nasty bacteria 
don’t form until temperatures reach 60° Fahrenheit . If game birds are kept between 

50° and 55°, the meat gets more tender . 
The sweet spot, depending on species, 
seems to be 3 to 5 days .xix

 
Birds that have been gut–shot should 
be eaten immediately due to bacteria 
spreading from the wounded organs . 

After hanging, the bird should be allowed 
to warm to room temperature . This lets 
the skin relax and makes plucking some-
what easier . It is best done while standing 
over a trashcan with newspapers or a tarp 
spread out over the floor .

To remove the organs, begin by cutting 
off the head and neck at or slightly below 
the shoulder . Insert a finger into the hole 
and then pull out the crop (a pouch in 

Small game should be dressed (gutted) 
as soon as possible.

Never handle any wild meat without 
wearing gloves due to danger of infec-
tious disease.

Always make sure the meat of wild 
animals is sufficiently cooked because 
any omnivore, warm-blooded animal 
may be harboring trichinosis.

Be guided in your choice of recipe by 
the age of the animal, using a moist-
heat process for older animals. 

 —Joy of Cooking (August, 1977)



their esophagus to store food) . Turn the bird over and with a very sharp knife, cut a 
horizontal slit into the belly . Pull up on the ribcage pulling it away from the pelvis . 
Reach in with your hand and pull out the entrails . Remember to cut out the anus 
and lower intestinal tract from the pelvis .

Dressing Large Game
The best deer (and large game in general) are those killed totally by surprise and not 
after being chased . An animal that has run a long distance before being killed has 
depleted its reserve glycogen stores . Killing it after a long chase will yield meat with 
a high pH . It will be purplish-black, gummy, and will be hard to keep from spoiling . 
So, a quick, clean kill will produce the best meat .

Once you’ve killed 
the deer, attach your 
deer tag to it as per 
its instructions . 
Most hunters don’t 
slit the deer’s neck 
because modern 
rifle bullets do 
enough damage to 
take care of that . 
Make sure you have 
enough room to 
field dress the deer . 
A flat, level area 
with logs or rocks 
nearby to help hold 
the deer on its back 
is preferable . Carry 
a length of strong 
rope with you in 
case you need to 
drag the carcass .
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How To Skin A Rabbit And Other 
Small Game: A Checklist

• Cut off the head at the first vertebral joint behind the 
skull .

• Cut off each front paw at the joint with the forearm .
• Remove the tail .
• Cut the pelt around each leg at the ankle (hock) .
• Slit the pelt along the inside of the leg from ankle to anus .
• Pull the pelt away from both legs, making sure to cut 

away any fat . When the pelt has been pulled away to the 
body trunk, pull down hard with both hands and strip 
the skin from the carcass . This can usually be done in one 
fast yank .

• Immerse the carcass in 50ppm chlorine 36º water to chill . 
The carcass can then hang for 1-4 days in a cool, dry 
room .

Note: Rabbits have scent glands located on either side of their 
genitals . Be careful not to cut them while cutting off meat 
since they can flavor anything they touch .

Source:
http://www .thecookinginn .com/rabbit/rabbit .html
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Prop the deer up on its back so that it stays in place . Deer have two musk glands on 
each of their hind legs . The tarsal glands are on the insides of the deer’s hind legs . 
They are roughly 3 inches in diameter, darker colored, and smell strongly . Make a 
straight cut into the skin an inch above the gland, below the gland, and on either 
side . Undercut the gland by slicing with your knife from one of your straight cuts 
to the other . You should be able to remove the skin tissue rectangle with the gland 
intact . Discard it . Do the same to the other hind leg .

As with the rabbit, slit open the deer’s belly from rib cage to tail, taking care not to 
cut too deeply to avoid nicking the digestive organs and contaminating the meat . 
If your deer is a buck, cut around both sides of the genitals and discard them . Cut 
around the anus so that it is free . Next, pull it out slightly and tie it in a knot . Then, 
from inside the abdomen cavity, carefully pull the large intestine out . The knotted 
anus will come with it . Avoid rupturing the bladder . Some hunters will pinch it off 
and cut it from the entrails to remove it from the carcass first .

With the digestive tract removed, you can now remove the diaphragm to get at the 
liver and heart . If you wish to save these, it’s a good idea to put them in a plastic 
bag . The other organs, esophagus, and windpipe can also be removed . 

With the organs now removed, clean up any excess blood and loose bits of tis-
sue with towels or rags . Be sure to keep the carcass cool to reduce the chances of 
spoilage . Putting bags of ice in the abdominal cavity will do the job nicely .

Venison can be hung to be aged but this depends again on the animal’s age, the 
weather, and personal taste . A fair medium seems to be 8 to 10 days in a cool, dry 
place with temperatures from 34 to 40 ° Fahrenheit .

However, if you’ve never field dressed a deer and feel hesitant to do so without actu-
ally seeing someone demonstrate it, then the newest offering from Solutions From 
Science, Maximum Venison in Minimum Time, would be the ideal addition to your 
home reference video library . 

David Moon, with 44 years of “killin’ and grillin’” experience, will show you how 
to move your deer harvest from field to table in no time flat . In this video 

you’ll learn:
•	 The initial two “uncomfortable” cuts … and why you’ll need to     

 be bold with these .
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•	 The ideal way to hang your deer for processing … and how to manage if 
you’re by yourself .

•	 The one or two tools you need to make this process simple, quick . . . and 
safe .

•	 Crucial mistakes to avoid at all costs .
•	 How to turn the rib cage into a “survival meat basket” to pack out your 

deer .
•	 And more…

This video isn’t filled with hype and fluff . It’s a no-nonsense training tool so you 
can enjoy meat on your table any time, any where, for little-to-no cost . Maximum 
Venison in Minimum Time can help you save hundreds of dollars by showing you 
how to process your own deer . 

But after you’ve packed him out of the field… what do you do with him then? 
We don’t leave you hanging . Included in this offer is The Complete Book of 
Butchering, Curing, and Sausages: How to Harvest Your Livestock and Wild Game . 
This book takes you from the field to the table . It shows you in step-by-step 
detail, with full-color photographs, how to butcher and process most any type of 
meat . With just a little bit of investment in time alone (and a couple of bullets), 
you can fill your freezer to overflowing all year round . Go to our website http://
www .maximumvenison .com to take advantage of this unique video and book 
combination offer .

Conclusion
Eighty years ago, many families depended on the local wildlife population as a 
way to put food on the table . Throughout American history, hunting and trapping 
has been a way to survive . Until very recently, it has meant the difference between 
health and hunger, even life and death . In the past few decades, the technology 
has changed somewhat, but the basic skills and approaches will still work today . 
Hunting and trapping aren’t rocket science – but they do take a basic working 
knowledge and some practice . Don’t wait until a crisis hits to become skilled .
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