
 
DRAGGIN’ THE LINE 

 
 In the predawn darkness of mid-January, I huffed and puffed to the top of a long rocky 
ridge which rose out of the desert floor. At the top of the ridge was a small saddle with a fairly 
narrow corridor of hardpacked decomposed granite sand which provided a passage for critters 
wanting to travel from one side of the ridge to the other. I had blocked the corridor down with 
piles of sticks, fallen Joshua limbs and rocks, forming a sort of fence several feet high. I had left 
several openings along my fence large enough for a bobcat to feel comfortable in passing 
through the fence and then guarded each opening with an MB 550, attached to a drag by 8 feet of 
chain. When I reached the location I could immediately see with my headlamp that one of the 
traps was missing. I focused my attention on my dog Buddy as he wandered around the set 
location, sniffing here and there. He showed no sign of urgency so I figured whatever we had 
captured had spent little time at the set location. The hard packed granite showed only a few 
burrow and wild horse tracks. I could tell that one of the guide sticks had been dragged a few 
inches downhill, so I proceeded with the notion that the animal had gone that direction. Because 
I had caught over 15 bobcats at this location over the years, I had a pretty good idea where most 
of the cats usually ended up. However, it became obvious that whatever I had caught, it was no 
bobcat. I suspected a coyote but there were no chewed bushes down the slope and absolutely no 
drag marks in the rock-strewn hillside. 
 
 I shined my light around the area but saw no eyes shining back at me. After nearly an 
hour of searching, I was ready to call it quits. Reluctantly I headed back up to the top of the ridge 
to make the long trip back to my truck when I heard Buddy barking. But it was an odd bark, very 
subdued and very muffled. Following the sound of his voice, I trotted along one of the winding 
burro trails that curved along the contour of the ridge below the saddle. Finally I found Buddy 
with half his body down a large badger hole. Another three feet down the hole I found a good 
sized badger and my trap.  
 
TO DRAG, OR NOT TO DRAG, THAT IS THE QUESTION.  
 

At some point, every land trapper tinkers with the idea of using drags to anchor his or her 
traps, rather than stakes. For some trappers, the debate about whether to use drags is short lived – 
some folks don’t want to worry about chasing down an animal on a drag; they don’t want the 
extra weight of all that chain and the drag; or maybe they’ve had the experience of losing an 
animal on a drag. All of these reasons are valid concerns when choosing your anchoring method. 
And while every trapper has to evaluate the benefits and drawbacks of using drags, and drags are 
certainly not the right anchoring method for every set, I suggest that drags offer many advantages 
on the trapline that should cause trappers to reevaluate this extremely useful tool. In addition, 
many of the perceived drawbacks of using a drag can be overcome by understanding them a bit 
better.  
 

Drags definitely have some advantages. Using a drag often lets me avoid a possible theft 
if setting close to a road or trail. A captured animal quickly leaves the area or hides. It also 
allows me to re-use the same set rather than dealing with a large torn up area or catch circle. In 
the terrain I generally trap here in the desert southwest, driving a stake in the ground is 



sometimes impossible. I’ve tried pretty much every make, model and type of stake, and while 
many of them will suffice in some areas, invariably the best set location is in a rocky spot, or in a 
patch of sugar sand. In rocky ground if I try to use a rebar stake, I can’t get the stake all the way 
into the ground; if I use a disposable stake, the rocks sheer off the cable ferrules or cuts the cable. 
I’m not suggesting that drags are the ideal fastening system in every location, but for my type of 
trapping, they work extremely well. They are also a time saving feature for me because by the 
time you could drive a stake in the ground, I can usually have my set completed and down the 
road to the next one.  
 
NOT ALL DRAGS ARE CREATED EQUAL 
 

There are as many variations of drags out there on the market (not to mention the many 
home made models) as there are types and styles of traps. Common types of drags sold by the 
major trapping supply dealers include drags made from smooth round stock, drags made from 
flat or square stock, and drags made from rebar. Sometimes the tines are made from the same 
material as the shank, and other models use spikes, cotton picking spindles, and other material to 
provide an effective “bite” into the ground as the drag gets towed behind the trapped critter. 
Drags also come in a variety of weights. Each type and design of drag has an intended purpose, 
so it’s really unfair to ask one model of drag to be everything to every trapper – much the same 
as it would be unrealistic to suggest that one size or model of trap meet the needs of every 
trapper in every situation.   

 
Minnesota Trapline Supply, F & T and other suppliers sell a drag they call the 

Trailblazer. The shank is made of heavy rebar, with a D ring attached. It also has what I call an 
“anti-tangle” bar at the top of the drag, which helps to avoid the trap chain from wrapping around 
the “arms” of the drag. Its heavy weight makes it a good drag to use if I’m setting close to my 
vehicle, or in more open country where the added weight will tire an animal and make it more 
likely to hang up on every obstacle the animal encounters. The D ring makes it easy to simply 
attach a J-hook to the drag, or even a quick link. If the drag has a weakness (other than I don’t 
enjoy hauling them to the top of a ledge a mile from my truck), it’s the tines. They aren’t very 
sharp so they don’t have the “bite” that I like to quickly hang up on rocks, brush or trees. 
However, because of their weight, they leave a trail that Helen Keller could follow.  

 
Many suppliers also carry the typical two-pronged drags made from smooth round stock. 

I have a few of these that I use for the aforesaid treks to yonder distant set locations requiring 
vertical elevation gains. They are light, they pack easy and they serve their purpose, particularly 
in fox or cat trapping. For my use, I always “pre-hook” the drag in a bush or tree at my set. In 
these applications I really prefer the animal not leave the set location. These drags are notorious 
for going long distances because they bounce along the ground, they have dull tine points, and 
their smooth texture provides very little sign to follow.  

 
JC Conner makes a variety of drags that come in various weights and designs. I probably 

have more of JC’s drags than any others. In my view, they are reasonably priced, are extremely 
well made, and give me lots of options. Some of his drags use pivoting tine points which allow 
the drag to be more compact, and at the same time provide maximum bite to catch every rock 
and bush they encounter. Almost all of JC’s drags have some sort of “ear” welded to the back of 



each tine to provide additional contact with the ground even when the tine may be riding along 
the ground. Each design comes in several weights so you can adapt them to the type of terrain 
and the animal you are trapping. Areas of dense brush and trees will allow a lighter drag, while 
wide open spaces will demand that a drag be heavy, have plenty of chain, and come with sharp 
tines.  

 
Craig O’Gorman also markets a heavy duty drag designed to take on the toughest coyote. 

These drags feature a heavy shank, curved tines that are forged to extremely sharp points, with 
an anti-tangle bar at the top. I have a few of these, but due to their high cost I reserve them for 
only the most secure locations on my line.  

 
Some trappers prefer to go ala natural when it comes to drags. I have a good friend and 

professional trapper who uses nothing but juniper limbs (sometimes referred to as “clogs”) wired 
to his traps on his bobcat line. He is one of the most successful trappers in my state, but knows 
the limitations of his equipment. He knows the size and weight of the tree limb is critical, and he 
is very particular in selecting only “green” limbs that ensure a cat doesn’t get very far with his 
trap. He travels great distances on an ATV so he avoids excess weight by cutting his drags ahead 
of the season and leaving them at the set location, where all he needs to do is attach the trap at 
the set.  

 
My cat trapping friend also understands the animal he is trapping. Bobcats react 

differently on a drag than do most canines. For the cat, seclusion is the primary escape 
mechanism. A cat on a drag invariably seeks to hide. Usually the cat will be found under the first 
bush or tree it comes across, where it generally settles down to await the return of the trapper. As 
a result, the requirements for a suitable bobcat drag are probably less demanding than say a 
coyote drag. On my own traps, I run a variety of drags that allow me to adapt the particular drag 
to different variations of set location, type of set or terrain, potential encounters with possible 
thieves, and so forth. 

 
When it comes to punishing equipment, the coyote is probably the most formidable 

opponent that most trappers will encounter. The coyote therefore demands the best equipment. 
Coyotes are born to run, to flee, to get away as fast and as far as possible. They often sense they 
need to avoid trees, brush and other entanglements in order to make their escape with a drag in 
tow. For a coyote, keeping the weight of the drag in contact with the ground is of paramount 
importance. I like a good heavy drag, with sharp tines, angled in opposing directions so one is 
always in contact with the ground, with at least 6-8 feet of good stout chain. Anything less is just 
asking for trouble.  

 
For my gray fox line, I typically use the lighter drags and pre-tangle them, unless the set 

location is one where I want the animal to leave the area. I also suggest that on all your drags you  
use at least 3 swivels: One where the chain is attached to the drag, a second swivel in the middle 
of the chain, and a third swivel where the chain attaches to the trap. This will prevent binding of 
the chain, which in turn will allow the drag to stay on the ground and follow the animal better.  

 
Many people ask how I deal with concealing the chain and the drag at the set. Usually I 

don’t. If I’m after bobcat or gray fox, I generally toss the drag behind the trap, move the chain 



out of the way, and call it good. The animals don’t care much about the drag. For coyotes, I 
typically bury my drag under my trap, which requires more excavation for a trap bed. But 
because of the rocky conditions I deal with, this isn’t always possible so I will pile a rock on the 
drag and just cover the chain with dirt. I catch dozens of coyotes every year in exposed bobcat 
traps with drags in plain sight so I don’t think they care much about the drag either.  

 
Transporting drags and chain can sometimes be a challenge. Bumpy roads have a way of 

tangling the chain around everything it comes in contact with. I wrap the chain around the tines 
several times in an “S” design and then leave just enough slack at the end of the chain that I can 
poke the shank of the drag under the trap jaws and over the pan. With the end of the shank 
poking through the jaws, it makes a nice handle to hang on to and I can carry 4-5 traps in each 
hand this way. It also reduces the chains tangling around anything since they are wrapped tightly 
around the drag itself.  
 
TRACKING CRITTERS ON A DRAG 
 
 Once you’ve caught an animal on a drag, there is the task of locating it. Of the scores of 
animals I catch every season, only a handful will require any sort of a search. Gray fox have 
short (but powerful legs) and they tend to act more like a cat in trying to hide under cover. 
Bobcats have incredible camouflage so “seeing” a cat on a drag is sometimes difficult, but they 
are generally not far from the set. A coyote on a drag may go great distances or none at all. With 
any animal, start slowly. I have excitedly searched all over creation for a bobcat on a drag, only 
to later settle down and come back to the set and find the cat within 10 feet of where I caught it. 
While standing at the trap set, avoid wandering around aimlessly. Like a crime scene, the trap set 
area will be full of clues – which you may inadvertently destroy with your big feet. Look for 
scuff marks, chewing of vegetation, bent grasses and so forth. In rocky areas, look for signs of 
overturned rocks (which are generally damp or darker on the bottom). Once you’ve followed the 
critter for a short distance, try to get a line on which general direction it seems to be traveling. 
Generally a trapped animal goes in random directions near the set, then seems to line out and go 
in more or less a straight line. Thus, near the set you may see the sign go this way and that, but 
after a little distance it should straighten out.  
 
 Another general rule is that animals almost always go downhill or take the path of least 
resistance (otherwise, they would have probably hung up and been found already). On rocky 
slopes, focus on areas down the hill, in drainages or washes. Also, most animals will head for 
cover in an effort to hide (in the case of cats and fox) or to try and dodge or scrape off the drag 
(in the case of coyotes). If you are tracking a difficult animal to find on a drag, don’t be afraid to 
hang your coat or hat at the last place you found clear evidence of the drag. You can then use this 
as a reference point to continue your search. One of the most difficult set of circumstances for 
finding an animal on a drag is when the catch has been made, and then it snows before the 
trapper can return to find the trapped animal. While the snow generally erases any of the more 
subtle evidence of the drag marks, the advantage of snow covering generally allows you to easily 
see the critter and the resulting catch area against the snowy background. Just be patient. Many 
trappers use the circle method in cases like this. They start at the original set location, and then 
circle the area, looking for sign as they make increasingly larger and larger circles.  
 



 One of the best tools you can have to locate animals on a drag is a good dog. Certain 
breeds work better than others. Hounds, for example, have great noses but they want to line out 
and head for distant horizons. Dogs in the terrier or cur family, on the other hand, tend to work 
closer to home and may be more apt to locate your catch. Don’t get in a hurry with a dog. Just 
stand in one spot and watch the dog. If he gets bored, he will usually go off to find something to 
hunt; if you try to control how or where the dog hunts, or keep talking to the dog or motioning 
one way or another, you just distract him. Remember, the dog has the best nose in the business 
for this sort of thing – keep your mouth shut and just let him do his job.  
 

I am fortunate to have an extremely talented dog that enjoys his assignment to find 
trapped critters. In fact, I think he likes trapping as much as I do, and I’ve come to enjoy 
watching him work. It’s a real thrill to walk into the wind toward a good cat set and see his ears 
perk up, his stub tail begin to spin like a helicopter blade, and hear his locating bark when he 
discovers the hidden cat. Before I acquired this dog, I occasionally had difficulty locating an 
animal from time to time. One day I checked a pair of late season bobcat traps at a small rock 
pile that protruded out onto the desert floor. It was just the kind of place that a wandering tomcat 
would visit in his search for lady love. The first trap held a big mature female cat, but the second 
trap was gone. There was almost no sign of a struggle in the cobblestone desert floor. I search 
and looked and then searched and looked some more. I circled the area, then climbed on a little 
ridge to get an elevated view. Nothing.  
 
 Fortunately I have a good buddy with a German shorthair pointer with a bad attitude 
toward cats. My friend brought his dog out and we began circling a quarter mile down wind of 
the set location. After a few minutes of casting into the wind, the dog began to bark at a fallen 
Joshua tree. A quick search revealed a large tom bobcat under the limbs of the downed tree, 
completely hidden from view. I had walked within 20 feet of the spot several times but there was 
simply no sign of the cat from any angle.  
 
 Often the job of locating an animal on a drag is easier if you first identify what species of 
animal you have caught. For example, a chewed up pan cover, chewed vegetation at the set, and 
drag marks that frequently bounce are usually the signs of a coyote capture. The coyote’s long 
legs enable it to get the drag off the ground, to skip and hop. Of course, if you have lions in your 
area, these are also the tell tale signs you’ve hooked a cougar. Gray fox don’t seem to be big 
chewers and they rarely “line out” with the drag. Their drag patterns are confusing, going several 
different directions.  
 
 One final tool in your bag of tricks to find an animal on a drag is to go back in the 
darkness with a spotlight and look for eyes. There have been many times I’ve been able to locate 
an animal, or even short circuit an otherwise lengthy pursuit, simply by casting my light around 
to find glowing eyes. 
 
CONCLUSION  
 
 Drags are a valuable asset on a land line, allowing the trapper a variety of options when it 
comes to anchoring the trap. They also increase the options available to the trapper when 
deciding what type of set to put in at a given location. Drags come in all shapes and sizes and the 



trapper should carefully consider which drag, or drags, will suit the trapper’s needs, 
understanding that using multiple types and weights of drags will maximize the options available 
to a trapper.  


