SMALL GAME HUNTING
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I love deer, yet I’m thankful that I grew up in Kentucky in the 1960s when whitetails were rare and rarely hunted. Even now, after I’ve seen hundreds of deer, flushing a single small doe still gives me a rush. 

But more importantly, I never saw small game hunting as a beginner's sport, something to keep the kids interested until they’re old enough to handle the complexities of elevated blinds, feeders, and range finders.  

My father’s friend, Mr. E.L. Crabtree, would go the woods with a .22 rifle and return with limit of head-shot cat squirrels – consistently. Another family friend, Robert Louis Durham, ran some of the best beagles (we just called them rabbit dogs) in Taylor County and kept his deep freezer full of wild meat. There were many others nearly as skilled. No one considered them less than deadly serious hunters. 

Texas boasts better small game hunting than the old-timers of my boyhood could have imagined, yet except for the few careless squirrels shot by deer camp cooks, and backwoods enclaves in deep east Texas where hunting with trailing and treeing dogs approaches religion, it’s mostly ignored.

From my standpoint, one thing remains constant. Of the many competent hunters I know here in Texas, the very best are serious small game hunters. Sure, they’ll get their deer and hogs, but they won't spend a lot of time at it.  After all, a little dietary variation is always welcome in squirrel hunting camp.

For Texans, small game means rabbits and squirrels.

Two species of rabbits inhabit Texas’s fields and forests: the familiar eastern cottontail and the much larger swamp rabbit of the east Texas lowlands. Despite their common name, jackrabbits are hares, not rabbits. 

The cottontail is found in the eastern three-fourths of Texas and in parts of the Trans-Pecos. Though it’s primarily associated with weedy, overgrown fields and brushy fencerows, it’s common in mature woods where sufficient undergrowth and briar tangles and vines provide escape cover.

Cottontails feed on a variety of grasses and forbs. And, as orchard owners and vegetable gardeners know all too well, cottontails also eat the bark of young trees and tender young vegetables. 
Although you might see dozens feeding in a small field at night, cottontails are solitary animals and live their lives in a home range of 200 acres or less.

In general, if you manage for bobwhite quail, you’re providing for cottontails. They need escape cover and suitable areas for breeding and rearing their young, and must have a continuous supply of green vegetation.

Cottontails are prolific.  They have to be.  Everything with teeth, talons, or claws wants to eat them. Females may rear four or five litters of one to eight young annually. Mating is stimulated by temperature and rainfall, which determines vegetative growth. After a gestation period of 28 or 29 days, the young are born blind and helpless. By four or five months of age, they’re nearly indistinguishable from adults. 

Cottontails are most active at twilight and at night; however, a pack of beagles will get them moving any time of day.
In Texas, swamp rabbits thrive in the river bottoms and coastal marshes in the eastern third of the state, west to Montague, Wise and Bexar counties. The swamp rabbit is darker in color and about a third larger than the cottontail, with thick pelage that insulates its skin from cold water. Swamp rabbit hunters often wear knee-high rubber boots if not hip boots. Beagles had better be prepared to swim in swamp rabbit country.
Along the coast, swamp rabbits live in cane thickets, hence their common names, “cane-cutter,” or “cane jack.” Inland, swamp rabbit habitat resembles that of the cottontail, although it’s restricted to floodplains of rivers and steams. In wetter areas, the two species overlap, much to the delight of houndsmen who love to speculate on what kind of rabbit their dogs are running.

Like cottontails, swamp rabbits eat grasses, forbs, and shoots of shrubbery. They're less prolific that cottontails. Breeding season runs January through September but peaks in February and March along with the availability of young, green, vegetation. Following a gestation period of 39 to 40 days, the young rabbits are born blind, but covered with fur, unlike cottontails, which are born naked.

Dogs are not an absolute necessity for rabbit hunting. Should you find yourself in the unfortunate position of having to hunt without a dog, you can still bag a few rabbits by walking overgrown field edges, kicking brush piles, and plowing through briar thickets -- a task any good beagle would be delighted to do for you. Be ready to shoot. Unlike their suburban counterparts, which hop away a few yards, twitch their nostrils and regard you with mild interest, wild bunnies flush and vanish in a gray blur.
You quail hunters, if you aren’t too fastidious, can bag plenty of cottontails while your pointers are busy with other matters. You already know that, but will you admit it?
Just as bobwhites and woodcock seem to have been designed with pointing dogs in mind, cottontails and swamp rabbits have one trait that makes them perfect quarry for tough, short-legged, little hounds. When pursued steadily, but not pushed too hard, they circle within their home territory. A good pack of beagles can keep a race going for an hour or more. In general, a swamp rabbit will run a wider circle than a cottontail. 

After a round or two, hunters can position themselves for a good shot. Of course sure-enough dog hunters are loath to shoot the rabbit and end the race.

But if you’ve gone afield with fried rabbit, gravy and biscuits in mind, a 12-, 20-, or 28-gauge shotgun with light loads of No. 6 shot will do the job.

Throughout most of the eastern half of the state, squirrels share the woody edges with rabbits. In deep east Texas, beagles running swamp rabbits through the creek bottoms are likely passing beneath gray [cat] squirrels. Just to the west, in the Post Oak Savannah region, nearly any strip of hardwoods will hold a few fox squirrels.
Squirrels are much tougher than rabbits, so if you’re on a mixed-bag hunt and don’t want to shuck out your light loads and reload with high-brass shells whenever you step out of the weedy margins and into the woods, stick with heavy loads of No. 6 shot and trouble yourself no more. Likewise, don’t worry about changing out choke tubes. Screw in your modified or improved-cylinder tube and forget about it. 

Nowadays, in deep east Texas, you’ll see 20 cat squirrels to every fox squirrel. That hasn’t always been the case. The mature, open, mixed pine and hardwood forest that once served as ideal fox squirrel habitat has been largely replaced by younger, even-aged stands of pine, which tip the scale in favor of the smaller cat squirrel. Unlike fox squirrels, which often run long distances on the ground, cat squirrels spend as little time on the ground as possible. 
The bottomlands have always belonged to cat squirrels, although you'll find fox squirrels in mature hardwood bottoms, especially in the Post Oak Savannah region that hasn’t been nearly as affected by logging. In fact, due to fire suppression, the region is probably more wooded today than during the frontier era. 
From the Post Oak Savannah westward through the Blackland Prairie, Cross-Timbers regions, and central Texas, fox squirrels reign, though they’re rarely hunted. Few counties outside of east Texas bother with closing the season. Many have no bag limit, which says more about lack of hunter interest than about squirrel populations.

Both species eat a variety of buds, berries, insects, and even baby birds and eggs. But if you’re looking for good squirrel hunting, look for hardwood mast, especially oak mast. Find a spot where acorns are crunching underfoot and you’ll find squirrels. 

The abundance of acorns means more than an abundance of food; it also means mature oaks, which are likely to have lots of den cavities where young can be safely reared. 

Although squirrels build nests or “drays” of leaves and twigs up in the branches, many of these are used more for resting than for rearing of young. That fine, gnarled old post oak, much chewed and drilled by its tenants, may be worthless to the lumberman, but it’s invaluable to wildlife. If you had a hawk after you, where would you rather retreat? A nest made of leaves or a snug oak den?

Both species can be hunted effectively by still hunting – moving quietly through the woods, stopping often to look and listen, and stand hunting – taking a seat in a likely spot and waiting for squirrel activity. I prefer a shotgun for still hunting because no matter how stealthy you are, most of your shots will be at moving game. For stand hunting, a .22 rifle works well provided you’re in a sparsely populated area.

Cat squirrels are the more nervous of the two. If you’ve lost sight of one in the treetops, move slowly around the tree while keeping watch. If there are vines hanging from the tree, shake them. Likely, the cat squirrel will bolt. Be ready for a quick shot. As you empty your autoloader at the squirrel as it flies through the treetops, and nothing falls but bark and leaves, just keep telling yourself how much easier this is than poleaxing a spike buck by the feeder. 

Come to think of it, that's why small game hunting is perfect for young hunters: lots of action, a variety of shots, plenty of misses, and enough success to build confidence. 

Spooked fox squirrels hide in the treetops and rarely move until the danger passes. Be patient and check every bump on every limb. Lightweight binoculars can be a big help. A buddy  (human or canine) on the other side of the tree is an even bigger help. If a treed fox squirrel moves at all, he’ll do just enough to stay on the side of the tree or limb opposite you.
When squirrels are extremely abundant or highly concentrated, still hunting or stand hunting is the quickest route to a limit of squirrels. But over the long haul, especially when squirrels are scattered, hunters with good squirrel dogs will take more game. 
Simply put, a good squirrel dog is one that locates and trees squirrels by sight, sound, and scent. In Texas, most squirrel dogs are of cur, feist, or terrier lineage. Mixed breeds are very common. The best dogs work out in front of the hunter, much like a medium-range bird dog. Once they've located a squirrel, they “bark treed,” and stay on the tree until the hunters arrive. 

Squirrel season typically opens in October and runs through the end of January – a perfect excuse to head back to the lease after the close of deer season. Many East Texas counties offer a May squirrel season, which can soften withdrawal after the end of spring turkey season.
For some of us, though, small game season is hunting season.

