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                                 A Dream Come True, a Trapline by Canoe 
     The idea of running a trapline out of a canoe has been in the back of my mind for many years.  I had read a few stories over the years as well as talked to people who have done it. And with that information I was determined that sometime I would find the time to do it too.  With work schedules and family commitments that dream took a back seat for a lot of years.  So when the opportunity presented itself I jumped in with both feet or waders as the case may be.  Now even with the best laid plans a lot can change and with this adventure it was no different. I was able to line up enough days off and got all the gear ready for the following day.  The canoe I was using had been in the family as long as I could remember.  On a family vacation when I was a kid my folks took us up to Cortland New York to buy a Grumman canoe and ever since then it has seen constant use but never before on a trapline.  I am not a very sentimental person but it was a really good feeling to be using the family canoe for another trip. The gear I was using would be kept simple to be able to keep it secure in the canoe.  

     My main target was to be muskrats, mink, and beaver.  Adding in the equipment needed for trapping beavers added a good bit of weight to the canoe but seeing the amount sign earlier in the year on a scouting trip convinced me it was worth the extra weight.  The equipment I use is the same for both mink and muskrat so that kept it simple for those two critters.  I loaded up 5 gallon buckets with 110 and 120 conibears and 1 ½ coil springs, stakes, wire, and bait as well as the 330 conibears and #4 foot traps for the beavers.  By loading a good bit of the weight in the front it kept the canoe fairly easy to handle even in the faster sections of water.  The only down fall of that was the fact I had to beach the canoe to safely get at more traps and stakes as I moved down the river. This was not too bad to deal with when I looked up and took in my surroundings.  This is one of the reasons I love canoeing so much regardless of the season. You turn a bend in the river and you have it all to yourself.  In the winter it is even more of a “wilderness” feeling as you drift past high banks covered in sheets of ice and snow and the slow sections of the river starting to ice over. Now one safety note I will add in here is to have a good life jacket.  With all the clothes needed to stay warm at this time of year, swamping the canoe in deeper water can turn out badly if you are not prepared for it especially if you are wearing waders too.

     The first day of this trapline was far from normal for the first day of January.  It was not only sunny but the temperature was up around 60 degrees.  I thought to my self this may be the calm before the storm and it was not to far from the truth.  The water was up since the last time I had been here and I knew each day as the water receded I would be moving traps along with it.  I shoved off into the fast current and started seeing sign along the high banks.  One thing I will add to this is about 2 ½ years earlier a spill at a local mine had all but killed this section of water I was now on.  Fish as well as any animal using these waters for its livelihood came to a quick end.  When I paddled these waters earlier in the year I had seen signs of the wildlife coming back and talking to a few fishermen who had been catching a few muskies and a few bass I knew these waters had come back over time.  So it was great to see the tracks in the mud along the banks.  

     My plan was to look for den entrances and places where the muskrats were climbing up on the bank.  For the mink I would make mostly blind sets and for beavers I would look for den entrances as well as slides.  In this area the beavers lived in bank dens making them a little harder to find.  As I made my way downstream I put in sets mostly for muskrats.  Chewed roots and grass along the bank gave the telltale signs of the muskrat feeding areas.  I put in a few 1 ½ coil springs with a piece of apple for bait on a drowning wire.  I scooped out a shallow depression and set the trap in about 2 inches of water.  But a majority of the muskrat sets were 110 conibears set in underwater den entrances.  I also put in a few blind sets for mink.  There were huge old sycamores growing along the bank and their intertwining roots made for great locations for blind sets, especially where I saw tracks.  The one thing I do when putting out a number of traps like this is to mark each set with a small piece of flagging. Now in areas where there is more traffic I never put out flagging.  I have been burned in the past with trap thieves so I only use the flagging in remote areas.  I continued floating down the river putting in sets and taking in the beautiful “winter” weather.  Now bear in mind I was looking for fur on this trip but I was also looking forward to the adventure of it all too.  You can almost imagine what it was like all those years ago when you are floating on the remote sections of this water.  There is an old historic park close by preserving what is left from a settlement started in the 1700’s.  So I knew this water had seen our “forefathers” paddling these same sections looking for fur and traveling downstream to other settlements.  It is a great feeling to be continuing the tradition and when you get to share it with family it makes it that much better!    

     As I came around a bend in the river I felt the wind hit me in the face, as I glanced up skyward I saw the dark clouds moving in quickly from the west.  I got into the rest of my rain gear only minutes before I saw the wall of rain marching down from the hills above.  The rain hit and the wind blew but I was ready and with determined strokes I moved down river putting in a few more sets for muskrats along the way.  Now only a few days before it had been well below freezing and ice still covered the high rock sides where small creeks washed over the rocks on their way down to the water, I was now on and froze making it into sheets of ice and huge icicles. The warm weather was nice, but as the wind changed direction I felt the wind turn colder and the rain tapered off to a little drizzle.  The wind finally blew away the rest of the rain clouds and the setting sun popped into view.  I set a few more traps and came to my pull out point where a farmer had a low water bridge in place for moving his equipment across to the farm beyond.
    I beached the canoe and loaded everything in the truck and saw I had a few traps left.  That was perfect because I was hopeful I would need them in the morning as I set a few more locations I had missed in the faster sections of water.  The temperature was already below 40 degrees as I made my way back home and I knew the coming morning was going to a lot colder as well as a little more difficult.  But still it was a night filled with anticipation of what the next morning would bring.  Even after trapping for many years the thought of the following morning on the line still brought the same excitement as it did years ago.  Before leaving the house I watched the weather forecast and what a change from yesterday!  The temperature was now around 15 degrees with a strong wind blowing out of the west.  I thought to myself I never chose to trap because it was easy I chose it because I loved doing it! 
     The first thing I noticed when I got down to the water was how much the water had dropped.  I knew that had probably put a number of sets out of commission.  The place where I put in the canoe is a fairly calm section of water and it had frozen over and I had to break through the ice to get the canoe launched.  My first three sets were high and dry and as I pulled on my gloves to start the repositioning of the traps, I realized a lot of these places were going to be frozen over in the morning.  And as I looked for the flagging marking each set I realized it was now up the bank and not where I remembered tying them off.  The water had dropped at least a foot, even with the rain yesterday.  My next set was a 330 set in an underwater den entrance.  The water I was trapping in is not very clear and I had caught a look at the entrance and had lowered a 330 conibear into what I thought was the center of the hole.  The trap was snapped and lying along the bank next to the hole.  All I accomplished with that set was to educate him, but I reset it anyway since it was now easier to see because the water had gone down.  Make sure you check your state regulations about setting around den entrances for beaver.   As I pushed down stream I reset traps and pulled a few muskrats out of traps at the bottom of drowning wires.  A few sets did connect before the water dropped, but most were high and dry. The bait I like to use is apples and every one was gone.  The traps untouched but the bait now in the belly of a rat I was hoping would be at the end of a drowning wire or in a 110 conibear.  The cold weather was transforming this water into a true winter landscape and even though I wasn’t connecting as much as I wanted the beauty of just being out on the water was more than making up for it.  
     The next few traps were set in deeper water and did not need reset.  Then as I checked the next to last trap I saw it was missing.  As I looked around in the tangled roots of an old sycamore I saw a very lively mink in a 110 conibear.  That was a first for me; usually the critter is dead when they connect with a conibear. I quickly grabbed the wire and put the mink in some deep water..  The mink was soon in the canoe with the rest as I pulled up to our pull out point.  I made it home put up the fur and warmed myself by the fire as I looked back on a great day on the line.   That night the flu hit me and any thought of running the line the next day was quickly given up. I was able to get my act together enough and got back on the water the following day.  The water was frozen in all the slow sections and a good distance away from the bank.  So as I chopped out sets I didn’t do any resetting.  The day was beautiful and cold but the flu and the fact I had to work the following morning had me pulling all the traps.  I knew the second job I was working was coming to an end so I was hopeful I would be back on the river soon.

     Fast forward one month and I was pushing the canoe back into the cold water once again, this time with the help of two of my daughters.  The weather was nice for the middle of winter and my girls were excited to be out on the river with me. The first sets we put in were for muskrat and we set a few active runs with 110 conibears and a few with 1 ½ coils hooked to a drowning wire.  The next sets were for beaver.  The first was a 330 on a float with a fresh cut bait stick peeled to show a little color.  The next was a castor mound set with a #4 coil attached to a drowning wire which in turn was tied into a feed sack filled with rocks out in deep water.  I try to go for a front foot catch so I look for water at least 3’deep and if it is deeper than that is so much the better.  That way if it is a big beaver and it is capable of moving the bag it will still quickly drown trying to get out of the deeper water.  On more than one occasion I have had a beaver pull up a bag I did not weigh down enough and it was waiting for me the next morning.  We finished out the line with a few more muskrat sets as darkness closed in quickly behind us.
     The following morning dawned clear and cold and as the sun made its way over the mountains to the east.  My youngest daughter was with me this morning making the day that much better.  The first set held a muskrat in a 110 conibear.  A great start to a beautiful day. As we made our way downstream we collected a rat here and there.  One more in a 110 conibear but the set that was showing the most action were the footholds.  On this water there were long sections of high vertical banks with no obvious dens or runs.  To counter this we would dig (or chop depending on the temperature) a small place into the bank enough to bed the trap in a few inches of water and a place to put some bait.  Another set we used with success on these stretches of water I learned from the pages of this magazine.  It is not a float but a stand.  It is very simple to make.  It is a 6”by 12” piece of scrap wood nailed to a stake.  This stake is then pushed down into the mud until the platform is under 2”to 3”of water.  Two 1 ½ coil springs are set on each side and wired to the stake, a piece of bait (apple, carrot, potato) is then pushed onto a nail or screw that is sticking out of the stake 4” to 6” above the water line.  The rat swims up puts its feet down to reach for the bait and the trap is waiting for it.  The weight of the trap quickly drowns the critter and the set is ready again in a few minutes.  It is not easy to pack a bunch of them but in a situation like we had they foot the bill nicely so we could setup a few more locations.   The days check yielded only 4 muskrats but it was a great day to be on the water.  The next day my wife was able to make the trip with me and as luck would have it we found nothing in our traps that day.  The day was amazing in itself with lowering clouds, a strong wind from the west, and a snow storm coming in,  By the time we rounded our last bend in the river the snow let loose and we paddled our way through all that winter had to offer.  Even though our traps yielded nothing the day it was still a success in our eyes.  Sometimes just being outside on a cold winter day is all it takes. 
     The next day was to be the last day on our waterline.  It once again dawned cold and cloudy with a few flakes of snow here and there.  Luck was a little better this last day as I pulled each trap.  A rat in a foothold at the end of the drowning wire, another off a stand set, another mink at the end of drowning wire, and our only beaver.  The beaver was taken in a foothold and as luck would have it, it got tangle up in the drowning wire and was not happy to see me.  After a short stand off the beaver was loaded up with the other critters and I headed downstream to our final pullout. As I loaded up the canoe, traps, and critters, as well other gear I thought back on the days we had on the water. What a time we had!  My family was able to get involved, setting traps, paddling, and enjoying the winter’s beauty on the water.  If you ever have the opportunity to get out a river line by canoe give it a try it is a lot of fun and for me gave at least a glimpse into what it may have been like all those years ago and you might add a few pelts to the stretchers too!          
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