
THE EXPOSED TRAP WALLK THROUGH SET, PART II 

 Much has been written and discussed about a bobcat set that many trappers describe as a 
“Western” trap set for cats: The Exposed Trap Walk Through Set. The idea is pretty simple, 
really. Some nameless trapper years ago figured out that bobcats don’t have a problem stepping 
on the uncovered, exposed pan of a steel trap. Whoever this long-ago trapper was, he or she 
determined that if a trap was set in the bobcat’s path, and sufficient stepping and guiding sticks 
or rocks were placed around it, the cat would get caught – without the need for dirt to cover the 
trap, waxed dirt, peat moss, calcium chloride or any similar accessory. This set had some 
obvious advantages over traditional sets: it was simple, not to mention extremely effective; it 
required few, if any, tools or equipment; it was weather resistant; no pan cover or covering 
material was required; and in an era of increasing cat prices, it had the “advantage” of avoiding 
canine captures.  

 This set has been described thoroughly in books, articles and in DVD or video media. If 
this is your first introduction to the exposed set, then you may want to pick up a copy of Bill 
Ilchik’s book, “Wild West Bobcat Trapping.” Bill does a great job of not only describing the set 
in detail, his knowledge of cat habits and habitat is amazing. Steve Wood, another Nevada cat 
trapper, has put together a series of DVD’s entitled “BobCATching,” volumes 1 through III. I 
heartily recommend them. Steve not only shows and teaches well, his stuff is entertaining and 
shows firsthand how the set is made and how effective it is at catching cats. Obviously these are 
just two authors who have developed the finer points of catching bobcats with the exposed trap 
set, and there are many others. Mel Hershberger’s cat trapping book demonstrated all kind of sets 
where the cat ‘walked through’ the set. He made dirt hole sets with outside blocking, and flat sets 
all blocked up so the cat entered the set and would pass through, rather than stop or back up 
when it encountered the set. Of course, Mel buried his sets but he was trapping at a time when 
canines were bringing good money and wanted to catch them too. 

 My purpose here is not to make converts of the set; if you don’t believe in the set and 
prefer to keep using the same methods you’ve been using, go right ahead. However, if you’ve 
been tempted to try it, my purpose is to address some of the more common challenges many 
trappers run into when using the exposed set. The first problem, or maybe the one I hear the 
most, is “that set may be fine for out West where there is structure like rocks and ledges, but it 
won’t work here.” Now granted, I haven’t trapped everywhere that “here” is, but the set is based 
on some fundamental truths about cat habits, so you might be surprised how versatile this set can 
be.  

 Let’s take an area like Kansas or Nebraska, for example. You’ve got the picture: Lots of 
sand hills, big drainages, open cedar tree-strewn hills, creeks, and some tree lines. One popular 
approach in this topography is to make sort of a cubby set up under a big cedar tree, with bait or 
lure at the base of the tree. The trapper chops out some tree limbs, puts bait or lure at or on the 
tree trunk, and puts a trap in front of the bait or lure. I’ve seen the same type of set made in the 



hardwoods of Missouri, the red clay of Georgia and in the swamps of Louisiana. The set has the 
advantage of being pretty simple and even weather resistant up under outstretched tree limbs. A 
visual attractor up under the tree (if legal in the area) adds additional appeal. The disadvantage is 
that in order to be caught, the cat has to alter its course of travel to encounter the trap. That is, the 
cat has to decide to approach the set area, then change its direction to go up under the tree before 
it hits the trap. 

To see how this set works, let’s use our imaginations and picture the bobcat as it 
approaches this big cedar tree: It sees the visual attractor or smells the lure from a distance, and 
stares at the set area. It slowly paces toward the tree, curious of the sight or smell of the attractor. 
As it sneaks around the tree toward the opening created by the trapper, the cat pauses and tests 
the air currents. It smells fish oil, beaver castor, cat glands, mink glands, muskrat musk and who 
knows what else, emanating from the tree trunk. The cat continues to sniff the wind currents, 
possibly curious how all those enticing odors have somehow gathered under a Kansas cedar tree! 
For whatever reason, and in typical cat fashion, the bobcat becomes disinterested or satisfies its 
curiosity, turns away, and wanders off to some other location he previously had on his mind.  

Now enter the exposed set. What if we had one, or possibly two sets on the perimeter of 
the tree so that if the opening in the tree branches for the cubby was 6 o’clock on a watch, and 
the tree was the watch face, our two exposed sets were at 3 and 9 o’clock? This time when the 
cat approaches the tree, it naturally walks around the tree and encounters the two sets while still 
focused on the opening in the tree branches. (see my crude sketch here) The cat naturally uses 
the small opening between the outside blocking and the barrier created by the tree itself. Granted, 
the tree and the branches used to “fence” in the cat’s travel path are really “structure,” but they 
aren’t necessarily rock ledges or vertical cliffs most trappers think of when they consider the 
term “structure.”  

The same is true of a ditch, tree line, hedge row, fence line or similar structure found in 
just about every environment where bobcats call home. Using the structure to narrow down the 
cat’s travel pattern, all a trapper has to do is place the exposed set where the cat will encounter it 
in its natural course of travel. Instead of trying to change the cat’s direction or behavior, the 
exposed walk through set just tries to anticipate the cat’s intended line of travel – and get in front 
of it. Imagine the exposed set is really a snare. Just place the set where you would place a snare 
and you have the general idea.  

Another problem many trappers have with this set is that they don’t use enough blocking. 
I see photos on the internet and even magazine articles of sets with one or two twigs or small 
limbs placed beside a trap with the suggestion that the trapper has “forced” the cat to step on the 
trap pan. Well brother, those little twigs and sticks just don’t cut it. Small sticks get knocked 
aside, blow away in high winds and become invisible with the smallest amounts of snow.  



I’m talking blocking, as in barricade or fence! I’ve made some cat “fences” 3 feet high 
and just as wide – some of them 15 to 20 feet on each side of the trap with just enough of an 
opening in the fence for my trap (or traps). I mean a fence where it’s nearly physically 
impossible for a cat to get through that space, except where my trap is. I don’t want the cat to 
have any choice in the matter – he must pass through the opening. It may sound like a bit of a 
contradiction to say on the one hand, that we place the trap in the cat’s natural course of travel, 
and yet on the other hand we talk of “forcing” the cat to go a certain direction. However, we’re 
really just fine tuning the cat’s path or direction.  

And there is an art to using rocks, believe it or not. Don’t use flat rocks because the cat 
will simply stand or walk on them. I like to set rocks on edge, or stack them on top of one 
another so they are wobbly or loose. I don’t want the cat to be able to stand or walk anywhere 
except where my trap is located. I want some good-sized sticks – some might call them tree 
limbs – immediately before and after my trap that the cat will have to step over. Visualize a 
ladder lying on the ground, with your trap (or traps) set inside a couple of the rungs. If you can 
get the cat stepping over and between these limbs and branches so that when it reaches your trap 
pan it’s the only place to safely put its foot, then you’ve discovered the secret of the exposed 
walk through set. Sometimes it helps to use two traps at each set, if you have them, to get the cat 
to step on the pan. I actually prefer to use two traps at each set whenever I can, but watch out if 
you’re in mountain lion country because that is a killer lion set. 

The subtle message is to not so much change the course of a cat’s travel, as to guide it. 
Again, if you think about snaring a cat, you want natural obstructions to gently guide the cat into 
the snare as it cruises down its intended path of travel. 

 The next problem I see is the use of lure, bait, sound or visual attractors in conjunction 
with this set. We trappers are programmed to use lure or some other attraction at every set, and 
use it in abundance – it’s just our nature. And like my mechanic friend says about grease – “If a 
little does a little good, then a lotta does a lotta good.” We apply the same approach to lure, bait 
and other attractions. The more the merrier. However, sometimes the use of attractants can cause 
problems. Many trappers (including this one), make an exposed trap walk through set, and then 
plaster lure all over both sides of the trap blocking, hang some feathers or polyfil, maybe an old 
DVD or two, and then an electronic squeaker just for good measure. After all, nobody wants to 
miss a cat and you never know when he’s going to pass this way again. You better roll out the 
red carpet and pull out all the stops, right?  

Well, sometimes less is more. If you aren’t careful about the location of your attractant, 
you might be causing yourself problems. Again, go back to the snare analogy. If you were 
snaring a cat along a trail, let’s say, would you put lure or bait at each snare? Probably not. Why? 
Well, because you want the cat to come bee-bopping down the trail, unaware of your loop, and 
slide into your snare. If you apply lure or bait at the snare, the cat is apt to stop, sniff, look 
around, alter its course of travel, maybe wander off the beaten path to get a better whiff of your 



offering and avoid the set altogether. The same is true of the use of lure or other attractants at the 
walk through set.  

I recall attending a demonstration given by Scott Byrd, a former Nevada trapper who 
often had triple digit cat catches. Scott stated (probably more succinctly and no doubt with more 
authority than what I am about to say) that after catching over a hundred cats the previous winter, 
he used no more than 4 ounces of lure for the entire season. That got me to thinking. Scott had 
perfected the art of anticipating where a cat was going to go, and then placing his trap in front of 
it without the need for any other form of attractant. 

Let me be the first to say that attractants are beneficial in cat trapping. And so are other 
sets like dirt holes, flat sets, rub sets and all the rest. I believe that cats have far better noses than 
we give them credit for. My belief is backed up by hours of trail camera footage in doing lure 
testing in the offseason. Among the differences in cat and canine behavior is that cats don’t seem 
to have the need to put their nose on the lure or bait like a canine does. And they have that 
natural sense of disinterestedness that we talked about previously. Hence, we form the opinion 
that they can’t smell the odor, when in fact, they just have a different reaction to it. Be that as it 
may, cats can smell good lure from great distances. Let me suggest, however, that sometimes the 
lure or visual attractor performs its function better, and causes fewer problems, if it is placed a 
distance from the trap.  

For example, suppose you’ve located a hedgerow or tree line with cat sign and you 
believe cats are hunting the area. You find a thick section of the hedgerow or tree line and then 
add a healthy amount of blocking on the outside edge, then place your trap between the 
hedgerow and the blocking. Any self respecting cat hunting along the hedgerow will come to 
your narrowed down set, and step into your trap as it tries to squeeze through the opening 
between the hedgerow and the blocking. Now we should ask, do I really need lure or bait at this 
narrowed opening? If the cat is already traveling in this area, won’t the cat really have no other 
choice than to pass between the blocking and the hedgerow? And if so, what good will the 
addition of lure do? Some may argue that lure will force the cat to take additional steps and have 
more of a change to hit the trap pan. Perhaps that is true, but isn’t it also true that you’ve stopped 
the cat’s normal gait, caused it to alter its pace, and potentially start re-thinking where it was 
going in the first place?  

As an alternative, suppose you decided to add at your set, some polyfil and some cat lure. 
This time, however, you place the polyfil say 6-8 feet away, up against the hedgerow. And the 
lure, you decide to place 5-6 feet away, also against the hedgerow, but in the other direction, so 
that the trap is between the two attractants. Now the cat bumps along the hedgerow and 
encounters the lure first. It sniffs, smells, and whatever else the cat wants to do with the lure, but 
now there is a visual attractor on the other side of the set that calls to the cat’s curiosity. The 
cat’s attention is now riveted on the visual attractor, and its normal stride and gait carry it right 



into your set without a sideways glance. I want the cat traveling in a consistent, steady pattern 
when it encounters my set, focused on the visual attractor. 

Certainly lots of cats have been caught with the lure or other attractant at the set, but I 
know from trail camera footage that cats can and do change their course of direction when the 
attractant is placed at the set. If you see cat tracks in the general area of your set locations and yet 
the cat seems to always avoid your set, you might consider making this subtle change.  

Piles of cat fur every year attest to the effectiveness of this simple, unassuming set. It 
works. By utilizing existing obstacles, using healthy amounts of blocking, and placing attractants 
where they can do the most good, you can get your share of that pile this year as well.    

  

   

 


