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Show me a good squirrel hunter, and I’ll show you a good hunter – period.
Yes, squirrel hunting is a great way to introduce youngsters to game and guns, but anyone who calls squirrels a beginner’s quarry has never hunted them seriously. 

The hunter who can head to the woods with a .22 rifle and consistently collect a limit of squirrels will put the average whitetail deer hunter to shame when it comes to woodsmanship.


Texans hunt two tree squirrel species: the gray or cat squirrel and the eastern fox squirrel. Both are abundant in good habitat, widespread, and largely ignored in favor of more glamorous, expensive, and – I have to say it – easier kinds of hunting.
The cat squirrel’s name bespeaks its quickness. Running through the treetops, it’s as tough a target as an airborne quail or pheasant. 
The cat squirrel’s other common name - gray squirrel - describes its appearance: gray on top with buff underfur often showing on the back, shoulders and head; white underside; long, bushy tail with silver-tipped gray hairs. Cat squirrels run 16 to 20 inches in length and weigh about a pound. 

Although cat squirrels are found throughout the eastern third of the state, the Pineywoods, in far East Texas, hold the highest concentrations. 
Cat squirrels prefer relatively unbroken, mature hardwood river bottoms or dense mixed hardwood and pine forest with closed canopy and heavy mid-story. Think big oaks, vines, and thickets.

As its name suggests, the fox squirrel is gray on top with rust or cinnamon feet and underside and a bushy cinnamon and black tail. The burly rodents weigh as much as two pounds and reach 27 inches in length. 

Fox squirrels thrive in more open, mixed upland hardwood and pine forest. 
“The fox squirrel is a transition squirrel,” says Texas Parks & Wildlife biologist Hayden Haucke, who manages five East Texas wildlife management areas. They’re found in the uplands, but you’ll also find them in drainages that run down into the creek bottoms. In East Texas, they’re usually found in habitats that have some post oaks, blackjack oaks, red oaks, and maybe some Shumard oaks.”

Although fox squirrels inhabit a broader range, and, in Texas, are the more numerous of the two species, their population has declined in the Pineywoods due to timber industry practices. 
Conversion of open pine and hardwood forest to dense even-age pine plantations are bad for both species, but the practice tips the ecological balance in favor of cat squirrels. 

“If you own property with good habitat, and you high-grade it and take out the mature oaks, then you’ve really hurt your squirrel population,” Haucke says. 
Both species nest in holes in tree trunks – especially holes too small for raccoons to enter - and build leaf and twig nests, called “drays,” in the branches of trees. Nests built for shelter or rearing young are spherical in shape and surprisingly sturdy. Those built for resting are smaller and less substantial. 
Fox squirrels typically have two litters a year; breeding activity peaks in January and February and again in May and June. 
Cat squirrel breeding peaks in July and August and again in early winter. Both have a gestation period of about forty-five days and give birth to three or four blind and naked young. The young remain in the nest seven to eight weeks and are weaned at about two months of age. 
Young fox squirrels are on their own after three months; cat squirrels remain in family groups until about six months of age.

In Texas, both cat and fox squirrels begin molting from their winter to summer fur around March, beginning with their heads and moving to their tails. In September or October, they molt back into their winter coats, beginning at their rumps and progressing toward their heads. Tails molt in mid-summer.

Juveniles, sub-adults (six months to a year old), and adults (more than a year old) of both species can be identified by examining the underside of the tail. Juveniles will have a bare or sparsely-furred patch beginning at the base of the tail. The patch contracts toward the center as the squirrel ages; sub-adults will have a disc-shaped patch near the center of the tail. Tails of adults are fully-furred. 
Early in the October season, hunters might harvest squirrels in all three age classes. Juveniles – often called “fryers” because they’re tender – will be active and near adult size.

Cat squirrels forage most actively during the first hour or so of daylight and just before sunset. Fox squirrels tend to start a couple of hours later, turn in earlier, and may be active most of the day.
Although cat and fox squirrels eat buds, fruit, seeds, insects, amphibians, bird eggs, and even nestling birds, acorns make up the bulk of their diet.
“Squirrel numbers are dependent on hard mast,” Haucke says. “We do annual mast surveys and we’ve found that there’s about a year’s lapse between mast production and the resulting squirrel population. In other words, if we have high mast production this September, we’ll have a high squirrel population next fall.”
Abundant mast increases winter carryover and ensures that squirrels go into breeding season in prime condition.

Squirrels are productive accidental tree planters. They bury nuts and acorns for winter use then relocate them by sense of smell. During years of heavy mast, they may recover as little as 30 percent of buried acorns. During years of scarce mast, they may go through their entire cache. 
Like most small game animals, squirrels are prolific and short-lived. Everything wants to eat them. The red-tailed hawk is probably their primary predator, but bobcats, snakes, and foxes take their share. Where they can reach inside dens, raccoons readily take young squirrels. 

On average, squirrels suffer about 50-70 percent annual mortality, whether or not they’re hunted by humans. 

Most Pineywoods and Post Oak Savannah counties hold a May squirrel season and a fall/winter season running October through early February. 

According the Haucke, the May season won’t impact squirrel populations long term because it falls between breeding periods.

Unlike the plump, semi-wild park variety, backwoods squirrels are as wary as deer and turkeys. 


Successful hunters scout just before and throughout hunting season. Squirrels move with food availability. Mast production varies from year to year, and different species of nuts and fruit ripen in different seasons. Squirrels may feed on blackberries in May, sweetgum fruit in September, Cypress balls in October, and acorns in November. 

After locating fresh cuttings - chewed husks, hulls and nutmeat - most hunters either move slowly through the woods, stopping often to listen and look – still hunting – or find a vantage point and wait quietly for the squirrels to appear – stand hunting. The conditions determine the method. Often, a combination of the two approaches works best.


If you drop a squirrel cleanly while stand hunting, mark the fall and stay put. Squirrels are bothered little by gunfire. Another one may appear shortly. 


Still hunting can be very effective when damp ground allows quiet movement or when squirrels are scattered due to very abundant or very scarce mast. If in doubt, slow down. Stop every few steps to look and listen. Scan the ground and boles as well as the branches. Squirrels often perch on stumps and logs to feed. 
If a squirrel disappears in a tree, find a good vantage point and wait. Cat squirrels hide at the approach of danger, but they’re very jittery and will often lose their nerve and bolt – a good strategy, considering their speed and dense habitat.

If the squirrel doesn’t show, move slowly around the tree, watching for movement, or keep still while a partner moves to the other side of the tree. If there are vines on the tree, shake them. 
Fox squirrels are less jumpy. “If he sees you, he’ll probably hide and stay put for a while,” Haucke says. “You might have to sit and wait for 20 minutes or more before he’ll show himself again.

Be alert for rustling in the duff or canopy, the sound of cutting or falling husks, or a squirrel’s sharp scolding “bark.” Keep to the shadows. Take a stand at promising sites. 

Squirrels are tough. Shotguns choked modified to full and high brass shells loaded with number six shot work well. Marksmen opt for scoped .22 rifles loaded with long-rifle, hollow-point cartridges. 

It’s fairly easy to hunt fox squirrels with a .22,” Haucke says. “They’re not always on the go. But you have to be a pretty good shot to get a limit of cat squirrels. Some of the older guys can do it, but they’re rare.”

Haucke, a serious squirrel hunter, prefers a .410 choked full, and number 4 shot. 

Wear camouflage or drab clothing where it’s legal – a squirrel’s eyes contain both rods and cones. The cones enable them to distinguish yellow, red, and green. Rods increase vision at dawn and dusk. 

Well-trained squirrel dogs (see this month’s hunting dog column) will find squirrels that even the best hunter will miss. 

Squirrel hunting has declined over the past several decades, perhaps because of the popularity of deer and turkey hunting. The archery and general deer seasons coincide with the first three months of squirrel season.

“It used to be that people really looked forward to the opening weekend of squirrel season – almost like deer season today,” Haucke says. “It was a social gathering of friends, family, hunting, squirrel stew, and just being in the woods. That social structure has just gone by the wayside. Nowadays, kids are really missing something when they go straight into deer hunting.”

Kids aren’t the only ones who’re missing out. But I won’t be.

THE END

TRINITY RIVER BASIN INITIATIVE
Cat squirrels and other hardwood bottomland species should get a lift from the Trinity River Basin Initiative, announced by Governor Rick Perry in September of 2006.

Over the next three to five years, project leaders hope to raise as much as $30 million to develop a comprehensive water plan, enhance and preserve wildlife habitat, and improve water quality.


“Providing the means for landowners to maintain bottomland hardwoods is the linchpin,” says Neal Wilkins of the Institute of Renewable Natural Resources at Texas A&M. 


Hardwood bottomland habitat has become increasingly rare in Texas due to heavy logging and reservoir construction.


“By working with a program like the Trinity River Basin Initiative, landowners can be rewarded for the benefit that their habitat provides,” Wilkins says. “That’s one of the few ways, except for timber harvest and waterfowl hunting, that landowners can derive any real financial benefit from bottomland hardwoods.”


The project supports the Trinity Basin Conservation Foundation, a organization of landowners dedicated to improving the ecological integrity and economic sustainability in areas associated with the Trinity River Bottom. Altogether, the group’s members own about 250,000 acres of bottomland habitat.   

“This is where the action is,” Wilkins says. “Ultimately, the answer is going to have to come from local organizations.”


For more information, check The Institute of Renewable Resources at http://trinityriverbasin.tamu.edu and the Trinity River Basin Conservation Foundation at www.trinityfix.org/.

