
AVOIDING HOOFED CRITTERS 

 Shorty was frustrated.  

His fall coyote line had been extremely productive, even better than he had expected, and 
Shorty could see where he might actually make some money this year with coyotes. The Indian 
summer days had yielded a bounty of song dogs but now he had hit a snag. Instead of traps with 
dancing coyotes in them, it was the same story at nearly every set -- hoof marks and tripped 
traps.  No more dancing coyotes and no more money.  

Shorty knew enough to understand that cows and deer and other hoofed animals were 
interested in the delicious smells coming from his sets, and he anticipated that there would be a 
few encounters with the big non-target beasts. He had heard, for example, that cattle and deer 
were attracted to the odor of urine, and to fish oil, so he had constructed sets without these 
smells. He had tried moving his sets out of the pasture where the cattle were but that often meant 
giving up some prime set locations, particularly around water holes, meadows, agriculture and 
the like. In his mind, there had to be a way to catch just as many coyotes without having every 
cow or deer in the county tromp all over his sets. It was time for a visit to the Border.  

The wind had picked up by the time Shorty made it back to the old Border Café situated 
on the lonely stretch of backroad highway. As Shorty drove into the parking lot, the ancient Coca 
Cola sign hanging near the gas bowser squeaked as it scratched against a rusty nail in the wall. 
Shorty desperately wanted to consult with Bobcat Bill, the resident expert on all things trapping-
related. However, Shorty already knew Bill wasn’t in the café before he went inside since he had 
not seen the old trapper’s pickup in the parking lot, but he looked around for Bobcat Bill 
anyway. Instead, his eyes fell on Joe Taylor, a relatively new resident to the area, and a 
government trapper.  

Without trying to look too disappointed at not seeing his mentor present, Shorty slid into 
a chair at Joe’s table. “Mind if I sit with ya for a few minutes, Joe?” 

Joe was a friendly type. “No, I’d appreciate the company,” Joe responded. “What’s going 
on out there on the trapline?” Joe asked. 

“Cows and deer” was all Shorty could mutter in response, still looking hopefully out the 
window for signs of Bill.  

“Hoofed critters can be a pain in the neck, that’s for sure. Some are worse than others. 
Black Angus beef are the worst of the bunch. They seem to have a particular fondness for a well 
made coyote set,” Joe acknowledged.  “But there are ways to avoid them, of course.”  

Now Shorty turned to stare at Joe. “There are?”  



Joe nodded while he cut a small slice of the chicken steak on his plate. When he had 
chewed the chicken a while, Joe began. “First thing you need to know is that terrain can help you 
avoid a lot of deer and cattle. By that I mean sets across the fence from the cattle, in the mouth of 
a culvert, up under brush and trees, in narrow washes or dried streambeds, on steep hillsides or 
under ledges, can all eliminate some percentage of hoofed animals.” Joe could see Shorty suck in 
a breath to protest but Joe just shook his head, waived his fork at Shorty, and then kept right on 
going. “And don’t get me started on the idea that you can’t crowd coyotes, or that they won’t 
come into a set where they can’t see all around. Poppycock! If you have a good set in the right 
location with quality odors, you’ll catch the coyotes. If coyotes can’t be crowded, why is it that 
the buggers crawl under a fence, through the little old henhouse door, and into a chicken coop to 
eat the neighbor’s chickens?” 

Now Joe had Shorty’s full attention. “Of course, you can’t always depend on terrain, so 
you have to sometimes rely on set construction. I like a couple different sets to avoid deer and 
cattle. Mind you, I don’t make these at every set location because standard dirt holes and flat sets 
are easier to make and will take the bulk of the coyotes, but if I’m dealing with cattle, or deer, or 
antelope, or sheep or whatever the case may be, I frequently work these into my arsenal of sets. 
The first one is what I call the Double Post Hole set. Dig yourself a deep, vertical dirt hole, at 
least 18 inches deep and about 8 inches in diameter. You know, like a post hole. Now, dig 
another hole right beside this one, so they touch. Only this time, the second hole should only be 
about 5-6 inches deep.  You’re going to bed your trap at the bottom of this second, shallower 
hole.” 

“Now take a clean, empty soup can and fill it half full with fish, coyote guts, a chunk of 
badger glands, or the like. Bend over the top of the can and put it in the bottom of the deepest 
hole with a grass plug on top. Coyotes will work that set, trying to get the bait in the bottom of 
the deepest hole, and to get a better angle on the bait will step down into the shallow hole and 
land right on your trap. Cattle and deer will almost never step into that hole. It has the added 
advantage of looking like a bunch of badger diggings and you’ll also catch every badger in the 
neighborhood.”  

Shorty was busy imagining a coyote working the hole. He grew curious. “Why use the 
can with the bait in it? Why not just some chunk or paste bait?”  

“Well,” continued Joe,” you could use that stuff but the first coyote that comes along may 
be able to reach down and yank it out without having to step down to the trap. If the bait is in the 
can, it continues to pour out odor, but the coyote will have to work to get it out.”  

“OK, you said ‘sets.’ What other sets do you use to avoid cows and deer?” Shorty asked.  

Joe continued. “Another good one is a vertical post hole set. It’s a lot like the Double 
Post Hole set, but just has one hole. Again, make it look like a post hole. Use a bait can in the 
bottom, just like you did with the Double Post Hole set. With this set, coyotes will pace and 



prance around the edge of the hole, trying to figure out a way to get the bait out of the hole. Set a 
pair of traps on the edge of the hole, say 2 to 3 inches from the lip of the hole, one at the 12 
o’clock position and the other at the 6 o’clock position. I like to put a fist sized rock on each side 
of each trap as most cattle won’t step between the rocks where the trap is, but a coyote pacing 
and prancing on the edge of the hole will do just that. Most deer and cows will avoid the hole 
altogether, and even if they come to sniff at the bait, their long necks will generally allow them 
to investigate the hole without stepping on the traps near the lip of the hole. ”    

Shorty was soaking in everything Joe had told him, thinking it through, and comparing it 
with what he already knew about canine behavior. He was also thinking about how practical it 
would be to implement these sets on his own line. It all seemed to make sense. He could 
definitely see where these two sets would come in handy at some hot locations where he had 
been unable to score because of cattle or deer.  

Short y was so engrossed in his thought process he hadn’t realized Bill had entered the 
café and was headed toward the table where he and Joe were sitting. Now Shorty saw the old 
trapper and stood to leave just as Bill arrived.  

“Here, Bill, take my seat,” said Shorty as he gestured to the table. “I gotta get going 
anyway. Good to see you Bill. Joe, thanks for the conversation.” 

“No problem,” Joe shot back. “Wow, he’s in a hurry to get out of here” Joe remarked as 
Shorty strode across the parking lot to his truck. “Must have some traps to set or check or 
something. By the way, Bill, I meant to say thanks for showing me those big hole sets to avoid 
cows and deer last week. They’ve come in real handy.” 

“No problem,” Bill countered. “Just remember – keep that stuff under your hat. No need 
to tell the whole world that little secret.” 

“Oh sure,” Joe nodded. “Mum is the word.”  


