
MAKING THE EXPOSED SET SING 
 

 I still recall the first time I saw an exposed set for bobcats. I was standing between three 
Nevada cat trapping legends, each of whom had some impact on the development, use or 
proliferation of this set: Joel Blakeslee, Bill Ilchik and Steve Wood. As I tried to wrap my head 
around what they were telling me – that I could catch bobcats more efficiently in an unburied 
trap lying on the ground – I kept waiting for the punch line. At any moment I knew one of them 
was going to slap me on the back and say something like “Hahaha! We got you good that time! 
Had you believing you could catch a bobcat in something like that.”  
 
 Well, that was quite a few years ago and I’ve since had a chance to use this set 
extensively and I’ve seen other trappers make triple digit catches on public land using only this 
set. It works, plain and simple. However, the simpleness of the set sometimes leads trappers to be 
careless, sloppy and inefficient, leading to poor results where the set itself sometimes is accused 
of being difficult to use with success. Having made most of the mistakes possible with this set, 
and having Mr. Murphy (of Murphy’s Law) as a frequent visitor on my lines, let me review some 
tricks and tweaks that will definitely improve your catch rate. 
 
FIVE TIPS 
 
 First, bigger is better. I’m talking about blocking and guide sticks or rocks. Often I have a 
trapper send me a picture of his or her first exposed set and the blocking sticks are the size of 
pencils, and there is way too much space for the cat to walk through the set without stepping on 
the trap pan. Blocking sticks and rocks should be irregular shaped, or have sharp or beveled 
edges to discourage a cat from stepping on them. The exposed  set works best when the cat is left 
with only one comfortable place to put its foot as it proceeds through the set, and that is on the 
trap pan. Picture a golf ball. The base of the cat’s foot is about the same diameter. If you can 
drop a golf ball between your blocking or guiding sticks, then you have “gaposis.” It’s a dreaded 
condition that will surely lead to misses. 
 
 Second, the blocking and guiding material next to the “sides” of your trap should be at 
least shoulder height on a bobcat. Too many times a set is “open,” with sticks placed on the 
ground where the cat can just step over or around them. Moreover, when a couple inches of snow 
covers your set, this shallow blocking and guiding disappear. I like brushy branches and tree 
limbs because cats don’t like to step on them, and they give you some loft or depth. Cats prefer 
to squeeze between small gaps in the brush, so pile the blocking and guiding up high. Then leave 
a narrow gap in the blocking to encourage the cat to squeeze between the blocking. Remember to 
pile rocks on the sticks and branches so the wind doesn’t blow them all over the place.  
 
 Third, the set must be located in the cat’s intended travel way . . . not near it and not 
adjacent to it. Often I see sets constructed where it was easier for the trapper to make the set, 
rather than where the cat is naturally inclined to go. Take a small sandy wash, for example. Cats 
generally walk the edges of the wash (for cover) but when the wash is extremely narrow, the cats 
run down the middle. Sets on side drainages or where the cat has to “dead end” into an 
obstruction are ineffective. As we will discuss in a moment, keep the cat moving on its usual 
pace instead of trying to alter its course of travel. Oh sure, I build major “wings” or side panels 



out of brush to force the cat over the set, but I’m really trying to encourage him to go where he 
wants to go anyway; the wings or side panels just take away any odd possibility the cat could get 
distracted and attempt to deviate from the trail.  
 
 Fourth, use bait and lure carefully. By this I mean, use lure in such a way that it 
encourages the cat to keep on his usual pace and course. Think of your set blocking like a ladder 
lying on the ground. You want to get the cat going in the direction, and at the pace where its foot 
placement is consistent and predictable. Often trappers construct the ideal set and then use bait or 
lure in such a way that it causes the cat to deviate from its otherwise intended course. I know this 
is contrary to the thinking of most trappers, so let me explain.  
 
THE ACTION IS IN THE MIDDLE 
 An exposed walk through set for a bobcat is closely akin to a snare set in a trail. Both the 
snare and the trap are set in a narrow opening along a trail which confines the cat to a particular 
spot. Having said that, would you use scent or bait next to your snare loop? No! Why? Because 
the snare works best when the animal runs the trail at a normal gait, not looking left or right, and 
not pausing to investigate strange odors that may lead it to discover (and shy away from) the 
snare. The same with our trap. We don’t want the cat to stop, break stride, alter its gait or change 
the placement of its footing. So how do you use scent or lure? 
 
 I have trapped against some experienced trappers in my state who use absolutely no lure 
or bait and they make phenomenal cat catches. They understand cats and how they travel the 
country, and then simply set in those trails they anticipate the cats will travel. On the other hand, 
I still believe a good lure enhances the attraction at a set and can make a difference. One way to 
do so is to place the lure so the cat will have to pass over the trap before it can get close to the 
lure. I prefer to set at least two traps at every set location. These traps may be 20 to 100 feet from 
each other. Let me explain by using my example of the small sandy wash. I will find several 
spots along the wash where I think I can make at least two good sets. Then I apply my lure 
between these two sets. The lure may be 5-10-15 feet from either trap, but the cat has to cross a 
trap to get its nose on the lure. The same goes for ledges, escaprments, cliffs and other structure. 
Cats don’t just walk up to those features and turn around to go elsewhere. They hunt along the 
structure looking for bunnies, pack rats and whatnot. Again, I find a couple of set locations 
against the structure, make at least two sets, and then put my lure between the two sets.  
 
 This approach to lure avoids all the problems of rolling, rubbing, refusals and so forth. 
Cats have better noses than most trappers believe. I have dozens of trail camera videos of cats 
coming within 5 or 10 feet of a lure, only to stand and sniff the air currents, and then with its 
curiosity satisfied, the cat wanders off in a different direction. The same goes for your dangler or 
other visual (or sound) attraction – put it between the sets so the cat gets caught on its way to 
investigate the attraction. I know some trappers balk at using multiple traps at one location, 
preferring to set more locations with one trap each. My response is that very few trappers set 
every trap they own in a trap season. Take those traps that are just riding around in your truck or 
hanging in the shed, and put them to good use. You’ll catch more cats. Also, using two sets gives 
you another shot if one trap is frozen down or tripped by a non-target animal.  
 Finally, be aware of the cat’s normal stride length and construct your sets accordingly. 
When I used to chase mountain lions with dogs, clients or other hunters would always get 



excited about the size of a cat’s track in the snow. They attempted to judge the size of the cat by 
its foot. I was taught at a young age that the better indicator of the cat’s size is its stride. Why? 
Typically young animals have big feet which they grow into later. Think of a puppy – their feet 
are huge, but as the rest of their body grows, their feet remain about the same size. On the other 
hand, stride length never lies. Applying this idea to our walk through set, make sure your trap 
and your stepping sticks span about 10" across. If the span is narrower (say, 6" across), the cat 
can step over the entire set and not get caught. If the span is much greater than 10", the cat may 
leap over the entire set. I try to have at least a hand width between each jaw and the outside edge 
of the guide sticks or rocks.  
 
 Bobcats can certainly be caught in many other different types of sets, and I certainly 
don’t have all the answers to using the exposed walk through set. However, if you follow these 
simple guidelines, I think you will end up catching more cats this season.  


