                                      After the Catch, the Work Starts

     The day dawned clear and cold, if my memory serves me correctly. The perfect morning to be out on the trapline.  As luck shined in our favor not every trap was empty that day.  We pulled critters up from drowning wires along our river line and out of foot traps along our land line.  The catch just added to the blessing of being out on such a beautiful day!  The pile in the back of the truck grew as morning blended into afternoon.  We finished up at as last set and as we leaned on the bed of the truck admiring our catch the realization of a late night of skinning brought us back to reality.  Now don’t get me wrong this was not a longline with hundreds of traps but a line that was geared to what our family could do in the time we had.  As with a lot of trappers our workdays are long and trying to squeeze in a good line can really make for some long days.
     I will admit skinning, fleshing, are not my favorite activities when I list my trapping preferences but it is not at the bottom of the list either.  I do find contentment as well as enjoyment in a job well done, or at least in a job in which I have given 100%.  That is what putting up fur is like for my daughter and I.  We are slow in putting up fur but we try to be consistent, meaning we try not to push to hard because as we all know there is almost nothing more upsetting than putting a whole in a prime pelt.  So for us speed is not of the essence.  The quickness may come over time but the quality must come from doing it right from the start even if that means doing it slow.  I have a video called Trappin Tales that follows a southern beaver trapper on his line.  Each day he filled his pickup with beavers and otters and at the end of each day these critters needed skinning.  To make a long story short his boy became very efficient at getting the hide off a beaver incredibly fast.  In one part he removed a pelt in under three minutes!  It was as fast as I can skin a muskrat on a good day!  Now I do not think my daughter or I will ever come close to that but it shows what high volume skinning will do to your skill.  

     Over time we have learned a few tricks to help us do better at each task.  These “tricks” have come from many different places but all have helped in some way.  The helpful hints have come from trapping partners, magazines articles, Fur-Fish-Game videos, as well as through many of my own mistakes.  Learning from my own mishaps and sometimes my own stubbornness has taught me the toughest lessons.  The simple reason for that is, no matter how much is shown or told to you the skinning, fleshing, and stretching is something that is done by you not somebody else.  I remember as a small kid my older brother could sell his animals “in the round” at a half a dozen places around town.  So by just dropping off the whole critter the skinning never had to become the skill that would make or break the sale.  They paid a few dollars less but with the prices of pelts at that time it was sometimes worth it.
     I had mentioned earlier that we are not longliners and we do not have out miles of traps.  What we do matches up to our schedules and our ability to keep it fun as well as manageable.  The days where there are very few critters in the truck far outweighs the days when it is piled high.  But that is fine with us because we need to do the job right and if you have a pile of animals to skin you will have a tendency to hurry and in turn make mistakes.
     A few things we have learned over the years which my benefit both your land and water lines as I mentioned earlier has come through trial and error (to be honest it was through my own dumb mistakes).  The first comes when you are still at the set.  If possible we try to dispatch animals with as little blood as possible.  Meaning we try to use a catchpole and a foot to the chest to quickly dispatch the critter.  This works really good for coons, fox, and opossums.  I did it once on a fisher but I do recommend it for the faint of heart.  Of course for a big coyote this is not really an option, but a shot into the ear will in most cases produce less blood than a shot between the eyes and at the same time show a little less pelt damage.  This being said, it is also a lot more time consuming to dispatch animals with a catch pole and your foot.  While running a long line of traps this may not be an option.  When you weigh in the time needed to remake the set too.  With a water line the animal should be waiting for you in a conibear, at the end of a drowning wire, or wrapped around a tangle stake.  But, at times when this does not come to pass a .22 short or a quick blow to the head should quickly end any struggle and get you on your way to the next set quickly. 
     When the check is done and all critters are ready to skin, we take a few minutes to go over each animal.  Each one is combed out to remove anything tangled in the pelt.  If it is bloody or muddy it is hosed off and hung to drip dry.  When skinning I know most people will say to let it dry before starting but over the years we skinned our animals while they are still wet and have had no problems.  The excess water is squeezed off by starting out the head and pushing down towards the tail to remove the excess before skinning.  Then just run a dry rag across the fur and we are ready to go.  After the pelt is removed you have 2 choices.  Freeze or flesh, if we are going to flesh the pelt is combed out one more time and put on the beam.  If the other option is taken we hang the pelt up to dry and then freeze it.  We can do it two different ways here too.  First the pelt is rolled up tight (once it is dry) and then put in a ziplock freezer bag.  The second if we think the pelt will sit for a while in the freezer is to vacuum pack it.  This really works for long term storage but, the bags are not cheap!  Also it my take some explaining when someone sees (I’m mentioning no names here) the vacuum packer sitting on the skinning table and you have a beef to put in the freezer.  Just be polite and creative at this point.
     As everyone knows a small burr will become a big hole when the fleshing knife hits it on the beam.  We have tried a number of different ways to flesh, with a few animals it comes off easily but, with a critter like a beaver it takes some work.  It maybe a lot more simple to clean skin it but, when my daughter does some skinning I feel better (and so does she) keeping a little more meat on the hide to keep from making any small nicks in the leather.

     Position of the animal while skinning has made a huge difference while taking the hide off.  This has been true for muskrats, coons, fox, coyotes, and beavers.  For the people who have a lot more experience than me the skinning “tricks” we used may seem like a no brainer but they have helped us to prepare a better pelt. When skinning coyote, coon, fox, bobcat, or mink we start by securing one hind foot (we use a bench vise next to the skinning table) and skin out the back legs and a portion of the tail.  The animal is then hung on a gambrel where more of the tail is skinned to a point about a third of the way down and a tail puller is used to pull the rest of the tail free from the bone.  If it does not pull easy, skin off some more of the tail.  It should pull right off fairly easy if not you can pull off the bone or break off the tail, both of which I have done.  The next step is to finish splitting the tail all the way to the tip.  Next is to skin out the front legs.  If you are going to leave on the feet there is one more step to be taken.  The hide is then pulled down and the front legs are pulled out. We next skin up the head cutting the ears close and being very careful around the eyes and down to the tip of the snout.  For a new skinner time must be taken here or the pelt’s value will decrease quickly.  This is the experience I had many years ago when I skinned my first critter.  This happened again with my daughters when they got old enough to help out in the “fur shed”.

     As I laid out an animal to be skinned (in this case it was a red fox) she just looked at me and said, “What do I do Dad?”  Sometimes you just think because somebody has seen you do it many times they will naturally be able to catch on, but obviously that is not always the case.  With knife in hand I showed her the process, having her skin the animal slowly from start to finish.  It took a while, with a few nicks added to the pelt but she understood what to do.  The next step is the fleshing. This is a lot more simple than the skinning but with a beginner it must be shown start to finish.  A note I will add here is with knives and the young ones.  I use three different knives while skinning, with one being a razor skinning knife.  I cannot stress enough the time that needs to be taken to show the safe way of handling them.  As a father, you never want to see your kids hurt but it can happen so quickly and to easily when young hands are handling knives for the first time.  Keep them safe and teach them to respect the knives they are using!

     With beavers we skin a lot differently.  We lay the animal on its back; make the first cut a slit up the belly from the tail to the chin.  Then each side is skinned down.  On our skinning bench I have 2 eye bolts bolted to the table to which I run a bungee cord from the eye bolt to the hide.  This keeps tension on the hide while we skin so we don’t have to do it ourselves. I learned this from a Fur-Fish-Game beaver trapping video.  The head is skinned out the same way as the other critters.  Beavers take some elbow grease to get fleshed and keeping being able to put the head over the end of the beam really helps hold the pelt in place.  I use a few different fleshing knives.  The first is a hammer knife. This is a somewhat dull knife that I can really push on the pelt with, to get off the tough stuff when you start moving toward the bottom of the pelt.  Another is a Necker 700, a Blue English knife, and a few older fleshing knives.  These are all very sharp and when not used carefully will tear up a pelt with very little effort. So I make full use of the hammer knife first and then put the sharper ones to use with the remaining flesh.  After using them they are all cleaned and oiled if they are going to sit for awhile.  With the fine edge on these knives a spot of rust will ruin the sharpness and make it difficult to get it back.  It is very important to get all the flesh off or the fur will start to slip.  You don’t want a fur buyer to come away with a hand full of hair when he gives a tug on the pelt.

     The final steps can really add a few dollars when you sell your furs.  The first is to use the right size stretchers.  This may sound very simple but I have seen furs that were put up to wide of to long and the pressure needed to get them that way had basically ruined the pelt.  Know how the buyer wants them and dry and stretch accordingly.  This can be difficult in area without many buyers but the extra time you take to find what they want will be time “well spent”.  Wire versus wood stretchers is very important too.  Adjustable wooden ones are really nice but a lot of us use wire do to the cost.  The old saying “the devil is in the details” is very important here.  Make sure you center the pelt, back the ears, and comb out the fur.  Make it look as best as you can.  Take any comments from a buyer as constructive criticism and do it better next time.  When I started trapping years ago the buyer just looked at me over his glasses as he was grading my furs and shook his head.  Ever since then I have tried my best to do better and it has paid off.  Some of the pelts may still warrant a shaking of the head but those pelts are in the minority now.

     Trapping is a hobby if not a passion for most of us.  The income we make we make from the sale of our pelts may not be a lot but, what is the sense of not getting the most we can out of them.  This is especially true with young trappers, show them the right way from the trap to the stretcher and not only will they be happier the outcome (or income as the case may be) but, so will you.  A job well done will keep the interest flowing and as the years go on the new trappers of today can pass that knowledge and pride onto the ones they teach.  So, take the young ones with you and pass on that knowledge, you will be glad you did!       
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