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Trapping, Tribes and Wild Turkeys

Which Came First to Save the Egg: the Red Wolf, the Dog-Proof Trap or the Ivy League Kid?

by Jon Kohler

Go and sit in the spring woods at
first light, the way you did 20 years ago,
and listen for what isn’t there. Gobbling
turkeys are going thin, following the
same trend as the bobwhite’s whistle. Is it
happening now to wild turkeys, too?

Across the South, the wild turkey is
decreasing, and while Florida isn’t as dra-
matic, Georgia’s spring harvest dropped
66% in a single decade! There’s a pat-
tern here. Like the bobwhite, there are
many possible causes. Could part of it be
a product of unintended consequences?

Could it be a perfect storm between
those who are the best at managing our
wildlife and those who know absolutely
nothing about it? Could it be as simple as
the never-ending conflict between those
who follow a Biblical worldview versus
those who don’t? Perhaps.

The land and its wildlife were given
to us to steward over — and that steward-
ship is a charge from God Himself — and
the quiet woods are telling us we aren’t
doing something right. There is a reason
those poults aren’t making it where they
once were. And, it is not only the turkey —

the quail, the rabbit, a whole host of crea-
tures that were once prolific everywhere
are now found in great abundance in only
a few places. What are those places doing
that everywhere else isn’t?

What’s the difference? Let me take
you to Lick Skillet, my own place on
the Aucilla, and tell you what I’ve ob-
served for myself and across the 1.2 mil-
lion acres of highly-managed plantation
land, of which my firm represents a lion’s
share. Sometimes I think those of us who
steward land are a tribe unto ourselves —
and I mean that the way the Old Testa-
ment means it.

When Israel came into the promised
land, the Lord did not give every tribe the
same job. Judah was given the throne.
The men of Issachar understood the
times. The Levites were set apart for the
tabernacle, and later the temple, to carry
it and keep it and tend the worship inside
— the one tribe that drew no land of its
own, because the Lord told them plain-
ly that He Himself was their inheritance.
Different tribe, different charge.

I look at land stewards as that same
kind of tribe. Our charge is taking care of
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“WITH EACH FEEDER COMES THREE OR
FOUR CORN-FED, FAT AND HEALTHY... RAC-
COONS,” said the author, Jon Kohler. He added
that when the feeders run dry, the hungry coons
will hunt down any eggs to be found on the ground.

God’s great wild places, and it is about as
close to the original job description as a
man can get. But as humans, much as we
try, we don’t get everything right.

When the Lord set the first man in
the garden, He gave him two verbs: to
“dress it and to keep it.” We like the first
one. Dress it — plant the food plots, burn
the woods, watch it green up in April,
and bear fruit in the fall. It’s the second
one that’s the bigger problem, where the
temptation of a one-time financial gain
can ruin generations of hard work. Keep
it. In the old Hebrew, that word is shamar
— to guard, to watch over, to protect from
harm. To keep a thing is to stand between
it and whatever would destroy it. A gar-
den is not merely grown. It is defended.

How He Built It

I developed a test that I run on every
situation.

Test #1: There is God’s way — what
the Bible says — and there is an anti-God
voice, loudly carried by society, that says
the exact opposite. This test never fails.
God created the garden with someone to
steward over it; we are a part of creation.
Yet there is another voice that claims
mankind is an intruder — not natural, that
everything we do on earth is inherently
bad because we aren’t supposed to be
here. The exact opposite of what God
says.

I don’t know what God would call
the tribe that stewards over land and
wildlife, but I'd be in it, along with a
good portion of everyone I know. And,
I’'m glad I wasn’t born in Old Testament
days, because the fact is that mankind has

come a long way in understanding how to
manage wildlife to thrive.

One of the things many of us do is
run wildlife feeders. Lots of them. By
industry estimates, there are somewhere
between 400,000 and 850,000 in Florida
and Georgia alone, and the U.S. market
runs around $280 million a year, growing
nearly 6% annually.

I serve on the national board of di-
rectors for Quail Forever and Pheasants
Forever, and as such, I attended one of
the nation’s top wildlife meetings. I will
never forget what the small game director
of Texas told me. Some places in Texas
have a deer feeder every 26 acres. With
each feeder come three or four corn-fed,
fat and healthy...raccoons. The feeders
run dry after deer season, and not long
afterward, the turkeys and quail begin to
nest. Those coons are now hungry, some
for the first time, and any egg on the
ground is going to be found. He’s right.
I’ve seen so many raccoons on the trail
camera at one of my feeders that they ran
every deer off but a single buck — and
I’ve got a picture of eight of them trying
to face down even a bear.

Test #2: The way God designed
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‘Doin’ the Raccoon’ at Yale

(Continued from page 10)
things, the natural order works perfectly —
our job is only to steward and oversee it.

So what else happened? We elimi-
nated the animals that naturally kept rac-
coons in check. A red wolf is one of the
few things raccoons fear — wolves ran the
coons so ragged that a sow would keep
her young deep in the hardwood bottoms
and stay there, away from the open pine
uplands where a turkey and a quail nest.
They pushed the egg-eaters into the cor-
ner and held them there, exactly as de-
signed...until they didn’t.

I grew up knowing little about Flor-
ida’s wolf, except that there are a few on
St. Vincent Island — and I’ve since con-
sulted on a property in North Carolina
that sits in the heart of the only place on
earth where wild red wolves still roam,
fewer than two dozen of them left. I had
no idea that the Florida black wolf, the
largest red wolf subspecies, was declared
extinct in 1921.

That boded well for a lot of people
back then, because in the Roaring Twen-
ties, raccoon fur was all the craze — on
Princeton’s campus, coon coats were “as
thick as flies,” and the fad swept Yale and
Harvard too. There was a 1928 hit song
called “Doin’ the Raccoon,” and in 1929,
the coat landed on the cover of The Sat-
urday Evening Post.

Then, in the mid-1950s, came the
Davy Crockett coonskin-cap craze. When
I was a kid, there were still trappers and
coon hounds. I don’t think I know even
five people with a coon hound anymore
— I’m still shocked the best one is worth
more than the best pointer, by a long shot.

So, which came first to save the egg?
The red wolf, by a thousand years. The
Ivy League kid in his coon coat picked
up the slack, and the dog-proof trap came
last of all — which brings us to now.

The Bill

Now it’s up to land stewards to
make things right.

Test #3: Making things right costs
something.

Last season, on 300 acres of about
the best-managed habitat in the Red Hills,
we trapped 31 raccoons and 35 possums,
among other things. That’s a raccoon ev-
ery nine and a half acres and a possum
every eight and a half — about 66 raccoons
per square mile. Can you imagine having
as many as 66 turkeys per square mile?

From the first egg a hen lays until her
poults can fly up to a safe roost is rough-
ly seven to eight weeks on the ground
— she incubates about 28 days, and the
poults can’t fly for two more weeks after
they hatch. Seven or eight weeks on the
ground, in a country that was essentially
carrying a major egg-eating predator ev-
ery four and a half acres. It’s not “God,
what were you thinking?” — it’s how do
we fix the imbalance we created?

So, here are my observations. Lick
Skillet runs 800 acres; we trap only 300
(there’s that cost) and haven’t begun on
the rest — so the experiment sits in the
budget between more trapping and the
other things a wife would wisely think are
alternative places to invest money.

College kids don’t wear an-
kle-length fur coats anymore, and there’s
zero market for Southern fur, so this tribe
is on its own. On the 500 we don’t trap,
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guess how many turkey poults we count-
ed this year. Zero. It isn’t scientific — I’'m
not saying there are none, we just haven’t
seen any. On the 300 we do trap? Guess
how many turkeys we’re carrying now,
adults and flying poults — about 62 per
square mile, just shy of the raccoon num-
ber above.

And, how many bobwhite quail?
Our spring whistle count showed 42
whistling males, and one whistling male
equates (hopefully) to one full covey
come fall. Forty-two coveys. If I can hold
that trend, that’s a 100% home run, and
it turns trapping into one of the biggest
returns I can make. The whistle count on
the 60%of the place that’s untrapped and
not as well managed? One. Just one.

Yet, we run feeders too — six of
them on the 300 acres, one every 50 acres
— and every one is paired with one to
three traps that have to be checked every
single day. A dog-proof trap is about the
most selective tool there is — a coon has to
reach down inside and grab the bait to get
caught. Essentially, they catch raccoons
and almost nothing else.

The second-best thing is an inven-
tion by Brad Mueller of American Wild-
life Enterprises — a former Tall Timbers
quail researcher — where an electronic
signal tells you which box trap has been
sprung. He can cover thousands of acres
and cut man-hours tremendously, though,
like any investment, it has a setup cost be-
fore the savings kick in. For a large prop-
erty, or for neighbors going in together,
it would be ideal. In the meantime, what
we’ve got is investment enough.

So, here is what I’ve come to con-
sider an ethic: if we are going to hang a
feeder, we ought to trap. In fact, it would
be a fine thing if every one of those
hundreds of thousands of feeders came
boxed with a dog-proof or a live trap. I
don’t know anyone who runs coon dogs
anymore, or I’d invite them. It’s that im-
portant.

What actually moves the needle?
The number-one tool, bar none, is pre-
scribed fire — sunlight on the ground.
Burn on the right rotation, and you grow
the seed, the bugs and the low cover a
poult needs to live. Number two, right
beside it, is trapping.

I’'m not an Obama fan, but I picked
up a thing or two listening to him. He
would slap “common sense” on the
front of an idea and dare anyone to ar-
gue, because who in his right mind stands
against common sense? Fine. I’ll borrow
the move.

What we practice at Lick Skillet is
common-sense predator balance. We're
standing in the gap — the gap the Florida
wolf and the panther once held, and that
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IN THE ROARING TWENTIES, RACCOON FUR
WAS ALL THE CRAZE. On Princeton’s campus,
coon coats were “as thick as flies,” and the fad
swept Yale and Harvard too. There was a 1928 hit
song called “Doin’ the Raccoon,” and in 1929 the
coat landed on the cover of The Saturday Evening
Post. (Photo credit: The Saturday Evening Post,
November 16, 1929. - Public domain.)

a nation of coon hunters and fur-wearing
college kids and Davy Crockett fans held
for a while after them. The Florida black
wolf is gone. The market is gone. The
hounds are all but gone. We’re what’s left
to hold the balance God built when the
keepers He appointed are no longer here.
Who could be against that?

Well done

So that is the difference. The turkeys
are declining because the keepers left —
the predator balance is off — the red wolf,
the fur market, the coon hounds, one after
another. But turkey and quail were cre-
ated by God to be able to bounce back...
and fast. They were only waiting on the
tribe willing to take a stand: to burn the
woods, invest in a trap line and keep what
he was given to keep.

We never owned this ground any-
way — we’re only keepers, the land lent
to us for a little while. And, when the true
Landowner walks His garden and finds it
dressed, and kept, and full of life, may He
say to a tired man in the Red Hills the two
best words any steward could ever hope
to hear: Well done.
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