                                       A Man for All Seasons











      The field in front of me was full of square bales, and there was a storm moving in.  As we jumped out of the truck and took off for the hayfield below we heard the distinctive sound of the old model 1020 John Deere tractor moving slowly across the far hillside. The straight backed fellow with his hat cocked slightly to the side, mowing filth had a lot a years behind him but, when there was work to be done age did not come into play, he just did it.  That was Millard Neely.  He was an icon in our area and even from a far distance you knew who you were looking at.  Millard was in his middle seventies but you would never know it.  With the familiar look of mail pouch in his cheek and a smile on his face the man put in a days work whether it was on the farm, the trapline, or with the church were he was a respected elder and leader.
     Millard Neely was born on March 31, 1913 in the small town of Hagens, West Virginia but into a large family.  From an early age Millard was “paying his way” from what he could trap in the creeks and fields surrounding his home place.  In those days money was not only scarce it was basically non existent so instead of steel traps, the traps of choice were deadfalls and box traps.  The basic figure four with either a stone or a log was used to catch any critter he could.  The box traps were made from anything he scrounge up.  In a world much different than we have now the noble profession of trapping put food on the table as well as a few dollars of much needed cash into the family coffers.   In those days the people out in the country had to survive on much less than we would ever think of today so, trapping did not have the stigmatism that people attach to it now a days  They did it because they had too and it was part of everyday life during the season. 

     As Millard grew the family moved to Core West Virginia only a few miles away from Hagens.  It is actually the home I live in now.  This area provided some prime red fox country and even though it would be few years before he actually put a few traps in the ground for these critters; he knew this country would produce the fur.  In the meantime the full time job of providing for his family took precedence over his love for trapping.  He worked as a timber cutter. With an oil pipeline company (in which he had to use a telegraph machine to send his daily production to the home office), a road construction worker, a farmer raising shorthorn cattle (later he changed over to Angus), and a mink rancher.
     His first go at raising mink was during the early 1940’s.  It was a joint venture with his friend and neighbor Bud Core.   From what I can gather it was not too successful.  The second try was during the early 1970’s.  This go was a lot more successful than the first.  He and his son-in law Allen pelted out about 300 mink each year, raising them in pens they built near their house.  They raised two different colors of mink.  The first one was gunmetal gray and the second one was violet.  Now from what I have seen the violet did not match what I would assume violet to be but, a light almost silvery colored pelt.  The gunmetal gray was a lot closer to what you might expect.  The interesting thing about the whole deal was how they sold them.  Now I know very little about raising mink but, I have sold a few pelts over the years and to me a pelt is sold when it is stretched and dried but, back when this venture was going on this is how Millard and Allen did it.  They were sold tanned to the Hudson Bay Company.  They would first be shipped for tanning to an outfit in New York City and then after tanning they would be shipped north to the Hudson Bay Company.  As with any venture you get out of it what you put in and this was not an easy way to earn some money but, for awhile they turned a pretty good profit.  I would love for young kids these days to see the hard work our parents, grandparents, and neighbors did back “in the day” to help make a living.  I have nothing but respect for those people and wish more people could see the life they lived through their eyes.
     Millard was a man of many interests but his one passion was fox trapping. He was a lifetime member of the NTA and once he was done reading the latest issue of the American Trapper he would stop by the house and give them to me to read.  It was something I always looked forward to until, I became a life member myself.   Most of his trapping country was based right around his family farm.  In the fur boom times of the late 1970’s and the early 1980’s Millard brought in a number of red fox.  His favorite set was the dirthole.  He used the same set each time, bedding a #2 Victor coil spring about four inches back and then slightly offset from the hole.  He always left a slight depression over the pan to entice the fox to step in the right place and from the number of fox he put on stretchers I say it worked very well.   At the time there were no coyotes around so each trap used only a single stake. His lures of choice always came from Hawbakers and when he used bait he made it himself from groundhogs he shot or trapped during the summer.  They were cut up and put in jars and left to taint until the season started.   He preferred wide open fields, which not only did the red fox prefer, the sets were able to be checked from a distance, keeping as much of the human odor away as possible.  The red fox in our area for the most part do not have that perfect cherry red color down the whole pelt but, usually fade to duller red on the lower back.  Most of his fox though had that nice consistent color.  I don’t know if it was just his location and genetics that made the fox so nice in his area but the always commanded a very good price.  He made up to $80.00 a pelt and never went below $60.00.  Not a bad average in my book.  He was always proud of that.  I knew him for over twenty years and when we talked trapping the memories of those seasons brought a smile to his face.  Millard was a man who knew how to handle a pelt and that fact alone made them desirable to any fur buyer.  

     Also right in the middle of his “fur pocket” was a small creek that ran the whole length of his property.  This small creek produced a large amount of muskrats and a few mink each year for him and his son-in-law.  I have had the opportunity to trap the same section of water after Millard and Allen finally hung up their traps and I can say I didn’t catch anywhere near what they did but it sure was fun following in their footsteps.  After he retired from the line my daughters and I would visit him during the season to show him some of our catch.  The results of a good days catch always brought a smile to his face.  Showing him a fisher we had caught, a huge 70 lb beaver we had taken in a local river, or a large coyote taken at his home place.  I believe the same thing would bring a smile to my face as it did to this wonderful old man.  Knowing that somebody was carrying on the tradition that filled his life was now being taken up by the next generation.   
     Having had the honor and pleasure of knowing Millard has instilled in me more of a sense of what is most important.  He was a dedicated to his wife Thesius and his daughter Donna as well as relatives both near and far.  Millard was a much respected elder as well as chairman of the board for our church for many years and many people would seek his council.  He was man who dressed nice for all occasions whether it was for Sunday church or to go into town for his bowling league (in which he carried a really good average including a number of games over 200 up into his nineties).  With his ready smile and deep gravely voice Millard was one who you would always remember meeting and have an instant respect for.  We have all met a person like that in our lives and Millard was that type of person to me.  There are many ways in which we are blessed.  One of them is by the people who we meet and over time call them friends; to me Millard was most certainly one of those blessings!  Millard was taken to be with his savior on March 13, 2010 a sad day to be sure but one filled with good memories of a great man.      .       
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