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DEDICATION

For my father, who rekindled my passion for varmint shooting, tack-driving firearms and precision reloading on a grand scale after a long absence. And, of course, my loving wife, who puts up with all my scattered gear and long absences.


Chapter 1
 Why Predators & 
Varmints?

Born and raised in the West and close to open spaces, I began hunting early, tagging my first rifle mule deer when 10 or 11 and my first elk at 14 (with my own handloads). Because of this early initiation, the transition into muzzleloaders and then serious bowhunting was a predictable progression. By the time I graduated high school, I’d forsaken big-game hunting with rifles, becoming a dyed-in-the-wool bowhunter in my late teens and not shooting a big-game animal with rifle for more than 25 years. Yet I maintained a full arsenal of rifles and handguns and continued avidly handloading, forever seeking more accurate loads for every firearm I owned. This had everything to do with varmints and, to a larger extent, predator hunting, as I never have seen a coyote I didn’t desperately want to shoot. Despite bowhunting as the cornerstone to my big-game journey, I never lost my fascination with firearms and their use in pursuing small varmints and predators.

Varmint is a term tossed about loosely, with many inclined to include any small-game species. The official definition is an American-English colloquialism of vermin, representing animals that are considered a nuisance to man, and/or unprotected by game laws. Further, varmints are animals widely believed to spread disease or inclined to destroy crops, livestock or other private property. Strictly speaking, varmints do not include common small-game species such as cottontail rabbits, snowshoe hares or tree squirrels, though those species often exhibit pest-like behavior — just ask the backyard gardener or bird-feeder enthusiast. These popular small-game animals are rightly official game in most states in addition to providing excellent table fare. There is also the designation of predator — including foxes, bobcats and coyotes — and these are often afforded seasons, but also frequently considered vermin.

So, licensing and/or season restrictions are no sure demarcation between varmint and genuine small-game or furbearer status, as many states require permits to shoot even nongame species. Idaho, for example, requires a hunting license to shoot ground squirrels (definite vermin) and coyotes (known livestock killers), and Oregon requires hunting licenses for varmints on public but not private lands. Colorado requires a hunting license for varmints such as marmots or prairie dogs (and rattlesnakes) and has instituted highly defined seasons — the sure mark of a blue state. Texas, despite exploding populations of invasive feral hogs and resulting depredation, requires nonresidents to purchase a nongame license even while hunting private lands that Texas Parks and Wildlife invests zero resources to maintain. This, of course, says as much of the bureaucrats’ lust for revenue as it does management concerns.
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There is no better way to get a youngster hooked on shooting than through small varmint shooting. The nonstop action keeps short attention spans from wandering and beats videos games any day. Scott Haugen photo.
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The author enjoys varmint shooting as much for the time he spends with his father as the shooting itself. This kind of quality time is difficult to find in these hectic times, even while big-game hunting.



And let’s get something straight from the beginning: I’m the farthest thing from a conquer-the-wilderness, Manifest Destiny type who believes every corner of North America must be made comfortable for livestock at the expense of all other living creatures. There is a balance to everything, even varmints and predators, and besides, if an animal is going to be eliminated from the landscape, it isn’t going to be by my bullets but rather a landowner’s poison. And for our purposes, just to keep things tidy, varmint will specify smaller rodents and birds meeting the aforementioned definitions, and predator will mean common furbearing fauna such as foxes, bobcats and coyotes.

So the legitimate question becomes, why all the fuss about varmints and predators? The easy answer is that varmint shooting and predator hunting (calling usually) is just plain fun. The more involved answer is that varmints, predators and nongame species offer a fun, relaxing, rewarding and extremely affordable way for average blue-collar sportsmen (and ladies) to more thoroughly enjoy the shooting sports. And let’s be frank: Although we might work under the mantle of pest elimination, we shoot not with the veniality of day traders but the zeal of children devouring ice cream.

Another harsh reality: Big-game hunting has become increasingly expensive with each decade. Quality big-game property has grown progressively more difficult to access, mostly because of the bane of the modern hunting lease and well-heeled hunters’ willingness to pay top dollar to keep prime habitats to themselves. Even in areas with abundant public lands, top-quality big-game licenses in proven trophy areas are secured only through low-odds lottery drawings after accumulating the correct number of preference points or by purchasing expensive landowner tags. It’s easy for the average working man to feel left out.

Varmint and predator hunting allow easier access to private lands (by helping thin destructive pests), year-round seasons for many species and fewer regulations and permit requirements — in short, the ability for a serious firearms enthusiast to stay engaged and sated. Interestingly, even varmints go only to the highest bidder in select locations, and guided varmint shoots and lodges are now more common than ever. But in the bigger picture, varmints are still largely wide open to those willing to do their homework.
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More private ground is locked up each year because of hunting leases or landowners fearful of a litigious society. Helping eliminate vermin can help a shooter get his foot in the door and gain access to prime private properties.



For many, varmint shooting and predator hunting offer welcome off-season sport. Here in northern Idaho, for example, after the last general big-game season passes in early December, there’s nothing to look forward to but a long, tedious winter of ice-fishing (no thanks), snowmobiling (can’t afford it) or skiing (over it). Predator calling becomes my way of avoiding the creeping shack nasties, getting me out of the house and busy with something challenging and rewarding that sometimes actually pays for itself via the raw-fur trade. In New Mexico, when winter doldrums got me down, there was productive predator calling in the offing, but for an uncomplicated, carefree afternoon stroll, it was difficult to beat jackrabbit hunting.

In fact, superfluous jackrabbits (and prairie dogs) are what I honed my rifle-shooting skills on while young and building big-game ambitions. I was lucky to work on large ranches during summer vacations, bucking hay for 10 cents a bale, or traversing large ranchlands pitching hay to starving cows and checking watering tanks during drought months, years before I earned an official driver’s license. A rifle of some sort invariably rode along. Throughout my formative years, I treated my .243 Win. Remington 700 ADL like a .22 Long Rifle, handloading 100 rounds of Sierra 60-grain hollow-points at a time and shooting every one of them at jacks, prairie dogs or occasional thirteen-lined ground squirrels while making ranch rounds. Another landowner, an alfalfa farmer I worked for sporadically, supplied a friend and me bricks of .22 LR shells, a farm pickup and 10-cent-each bounty for jacks, encouraging nighttime spotlighting on his sprawling alfalfa fields. We regularly filled pickup beds with dead hares.

The raw-fur market also hit all-time highs while I was in middle and high school, spawning an intense interest in predator calling that persists today. A $30 to $60 coyote and $50 gray fox (late ’70s through ’80s prices) was big money for a teenager — a $200 to $400 bobcat akin to winning a lottery. By the time I’d earned a driver’s license at 15, I bought my own car and insurance, and owned only the best rifles, scopes and other sporting equipment, all financed with fur money.
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For many serious hunters, predator calling fills those long gaps between the end of fall big-game seasons and beginning of seasons for spring turkeys and bears. Predator calling can also pay for itself when fur prices are healthy.



Varmints and predators offer the ultimate big-game preparation. The tendency in varmint shooting is for ever-greater challenges — running or longer shots, and smaller targets or handguns. After all, unlike big game, in which a wounded animal spells disaster, imperfect hits on smaller varmints translate into sure kills 98 percent of the time; a hit-or-miss proposition. A big-game season can hinge on one trigger pull. The best varmint shoots include hundreds of shots fired daily. Breath and trigger control, wind, doping trajectories and better understanding cartridge capabilities become second nature.
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A lot of firearms loonies out there couldn’t care less about big-game hunting but love varmint shooting. This normally hinges on the opportunity for lots of shooting with minimal license requirements and regulations — and expenses.



Varmint and predator shooting takes the edge off. I mean, when you can snipe a woodchuck, prairie dog or ground squirrel with regularity at 200, 300 or 400 yards, hitting big game at any reasonable range seems like child’s play. It was no mistake I used that .243 Win. to tag many elk and mule deer while still attending high school. Varmints had ingrained prerequisite shooting skills and absolute confidence.

Meanwhile, you’re helping control unwanted or harmful pests. Those nighttime spotlighting missions for alfalfa-raiding jackrabbits weren’t just for amusement (though we had a hoot while doing it). Ten black-tailed jackrabbits consume as much alfalfa annually as a cow. Multiply that by pickup-beds of jacks and you can imagine the damage inflicted on a farmer’s cash crop. Likewise, during those droughty years of my eastern New Mexico youth, cattle were having a difficult time surviving. Abundant jackrabbits only compounded the problem. Interestingly, the Western jackrabbit seems to thrive during drought conditions, likely because more of its prolific young surviving during hot, dry conditions.

Woodchucks, prairie dogs and ground squirrels, because of their proclivity for digging, have become enemies of most agricultural producers. Not only does their extensive burrowing and tunneling threaten livestock and farm equipment, but the vegetation they consume and clear away from burrow entrances to better view approaching danger adds up quickly when they’re congregated in large colonies. Ground squirrels are especially notorious for undermining roads, which cave away during wet winter months, and breaching livestock-pond dams, which then require costly repairs.

With feral hogs, you’re entering a unique realm of destruction. Wild boars, as I like to call them, ravage agricultural fields, push holes through woven fences, root and wallow in livestock pastures, undermine or pollute stock tanks and chew through waterlines, and generally compete with native species such as deer, turkeys and quail for food. In Texas, where deer leases are big business, off-season hog hunts can be arranged for affordable daily fees, prices dependant on how much of a nuisance hogs are at the time and lodging facilities provided. I’ve never hunted Texas free — aside from the generosity of friends — but have enjoyed productive hog hunts (say, five to seven hogs per diem) for $50 to $100 daily fees. Likely because Texas has little public land, there seems to be an unwritten law among Texas landowners that no gratis hunting be allowed.

In eastern Oregon, where we enjoy our most productive high-volume ground squirrel shooting, you’ll find the highest concentrations around and across irrigated hay and alfalfa fields. Outlying areas harbor these Belding’s “sage rats,” but irrigated crop circles have artificially inflated their numbers, so a young or cut field can resemble the migrating herds of Africa’s Serengeti in miniature. Shoot 400 or 500 rats one day, leaving a field looking like a battle scene from a Sylvester Stallone movie, convinced you’ve made a considerable dent, and you’ll return the next morning to find the fallen have disappeared (ground squirrels greedily eat one another) and been replaced by fresh volunteers. There seems to be no end to them. They’re a bane to farmers if a great boon to the rifleman. I mean, where else can you effortlessly burn 1,000 rounds of .22 LR and centerfire ammo in a weekend? It’s the epitome of varmint shooting ecstasy; a howling good time, while also honing shooting skills to a razor’s edge. And landowners love you for it — provided you avoid shooting holes in irrigation pipes and machinery.
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Varmints and predators have traditionally meant species such as prairie dogs, ground squirrels, groundhogs, coyotes and foxes. Today, that includes invasive feral hogs, which seem to be appearing in new areas annually.



Which is another huge benefit of simple varmint shooting: I can name many properties where I’ve easily gained permission to shoot varmints or predators but where game-bird and/or big-game hunting was restricted or came only at a hefty price. I’ve enjoyed open access to ranches where I could call coyotes any time, but hunting the desert mule deer sharing the same ground was forbidden. I recall knocking on Montana doors, begging trespass permission. The answer was usually an unapologetic no, until I pointed out I only wanted to snipe a few prairie dogs, upon which I was welcomed with open arms, ranchers often taking time out of their busy day to lead me to productive pastures they wanted thinned. Our shooting property in eastern Oregon was accessed only because of destructive ground squirrels, but the abundant upland birds and big game were strictly off limits. And so the story goes in too many places to relate here.

Also, because prime varmint and predator seasons generally occur during off-seasons —ground squirrels and prairie dogs in spring and early summer, the predators in late winter — you disturb no one, namely big-game hunters paying to hunt a piece of real estate or enjoy a guided hunt.

I’ve also observed through the years that varmint/predator shooting gets my foot in the door initially, and a prolonged relationship with a landowner who observes courteous and reliable behavior often leads to eventual invitations to hunt big game or game birds. This means closing gates behind you, picking up after yourself, avoiding shooting equipment or creating ruts in wet fields or roads, and, well, you know, exercising basic common sense. It doesn’t hurt to drop in and show a rancher a couple of dead coyotes once in a while, remember them at Christmas with a bottle of hooch or brick of .22 shells, or offering a cold beer and pausing to chat a while when you run into them in the field. Farmers and ranchers often live isolated, solitary lives, so chewing the fat is generally welcomed. Just remember to say, “Yes sir,” and, “No sir,” look them in the eye while speaking, and take your hat off before entering their house or addressing the missus. Rural residents still appreciate such old-fashioned gestures, even if the rest of the world has abandoned basic manners.
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Whether plinking with an auto-loading .22 Long Rifle within 100 yards or sniping at long range, small varmints such as these Belding’s ground squirrels hone shooting skills and better prepare you for big-game hunting.
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After putting in a hard day’s work, the author took a ride to exercise his favorite .22 Long Rifle and breath some fresh air on the first ground squirrels of the spring, discovering his shooting had grown rusty during a long, snowy winter.



After many years of shooting “rats” on that eastern Oregon spread, my father has become genuine friends with the landowner, allowing me to shirttail into the deal. We have run of the place and are welcomed to hook up to his electricity and water while camping. He stops by camp to share a beer and see how we’ve done. He recently offered a pronghorn landowner tag in a state where such tags are highly coveted. Only because of ground squirrel shooting did this cozy relationship develop.

For the gun-loony shooter, varmint hunting offers it all. If you like to shoot guns of all kinds and burn a lot of powder, varmint shooting and predator hunting allows that opportunity, providing abundant targets and shooting volume big-game hunters never experience. Generous off-season opportunities and plenty of shooting ultimately lead to more finely honed shooting skills, whether that means shooting jackrabbits offhand at reasonable ranges with rimfire rifles or pistols, or pushing the envelope of centerfire range capabilities from a portable bench among a colony of copious prairie dogs or ground squirrels. This confidence follows you into big-game arenas, though interestingly, many shooting enthusiasts I know shoot only varmints, leaving big game to those with more ambition or thicker wallets.

While you’re enjoying all this shooting fun, you’re also doing your part to thin destructive pests or predators that cost landowners money or damage habitats for more desirable game species. This dynamic opens doors to further hunting opportunity, igniting lasting relationships with landowners who provide a place to shoot for years to come — and just maybe future upland-bird or big-game invitations.


Chapter 2
 Species of
 Interest
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Varmint shooting has become increasingly popular across the country as shooters seek something more readily available than modern big-game hunting. This has resulted in some areas near municipalities being shot out, but good shooting is still available. Fred Eichler photo.



Varmint shooting includes many species of opportunity, largely dependent on region. My old friend the late Jim Dougherty, a pioneer in predator calling, aggressively defended backyard bird feeders against invasive starlings, sniping them with an air rifle from his office window. I recall an early gun writer spinning tales of men visiting Northeastern landfills after nightfall, directing vehicle headlights into heaped rubbish and shooting a seemingly inexhaustible supply of scurrying rats with .22 LR rifles. Sounds like great fun to me.

There are no rules here. The Western varmint shooter has it especially good from the variety standpoint. Maybe the East was once like this, but sprawling suburbia has diminished varmint habitats and target species to just a few — not that Eastern varmint shooters take their sport any less seriously. Still, varmint shooting usually involves targeting one species by seeking landscapes those critters frequent most reliably.
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One of the wonderful things about varmint and predator shooting is the wide variety of species available across the country. The author shot these black-tailed prairie dogs in West Texas at the end of a long road trip including dozens of species.
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Woodchucks are the quintessential Eastern varmint species. Strongholds such as the Northeast have become more problematic because of burgeoning human populations, but the Upper Midwest has stepped in as the new hotspot.



Today, the best varmint shooting — and easiest private-land access — is generally farthest from cities and towns. That’s not because landowners close to town don’t want varmints exterminated. It’s just that varmint shooting has become so popular that readily accessible areas can become quickly shot out. Sadly, landowners near major metropolitan areas are also more likely to have had negative experiences with the public and become reluctant to allow trespass rights.

Planning varmint shoots starts with choosing species readily available in your region, learning what habitats they prefer and seeking settings where shooting is permitted or access easily gained. Productive varmint shooting requires plenty of up-front investigation, but when you discover a hotspot, you’ll generally have it mostly to yourself into the foreseeable future. Dedicated varmint shooters continually keep an ear to the ground. Wildlife conservation biologists can be great sources of information. I once located a ground squirrel hotspot by chatting up a state-forest employee who complained of the squirrels chewing replanted seedlings.
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Woodchuck Range



Woodchucks, the Original Eastern Varmint

Varmint shooting isn’t supposed to be complicated. Isolate a species of interest, find private land you can access or open public land, and have at it. Here’s some food for thought.
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David Kelly, Frank Gallant and Nick Gallant, left to right, take their woodchuck hunting seriously, investing in precision rifles and scopes for long-range shooting. Their skill is evident in this photo of a successful morning’s shoot. David Kelly photo.



As a gun-crazy youngster and voracious reader of outdoor literature, I relished the tales of long-range Eastern woodchuck shooting that were de rigueur in the hunting magazines of my youth. It was precision shooting, careful reloading, specialized rifles and cartridges, and honed shooting skills wrapped into one. Though I’d shot mule deer and elk, I wanted badly to someday travel East to enjoy this exacting pastime. Woodchucks, or groundhogs, likely sparked varmint shooting passions in many other riflemen. Northeastern woodchuck fields aren’t what they once were, nor do you see a lot written about them today. White-tailed deer now dominate sporting-journal print space.

The woodchuck still inhabits most of its original range, but encroaching civilization has made so much of it off limits to shooting — if not for fear of ricocheting bullets, then the suburbanite’s aversion to jarring rifle cracks.

The real solution, as with any modern varmint shooting, is to venture farther afield. Western New York and the Catskill areas harbor good populations of woodchucks where shooting bothers no one. The upper Midwest is likely a better destination today, with varminteers quietly enjoying woodchuck shooting far from traditional Northeast shooting grounds.

Woodchucks, derived from the Cree Indian word wuchak, are found in pastures, meadows, fallow fields and woodlands across Canada south into Virginia and northern Alabama, west into eastern Kansas and northeastern North Dakota, and across the northern part of the country into east-central Alaska and British Columbia. The 16.5- to 34.25-inch-tall, grizzled-brown-to-reddish-black woodchuck wears a brushy tail, short legs and predominant white incisors. It weighs 4.5 to 14 pounds. The woodchuck’s 8- to 12-inch mounded burrow openings belie its presence.
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Prairie Dog Ranges



Woodchucks are active throughout the day, but especially early mornings and late afternoons. They seldom venture far from their burrows, though they have been known to climb trees for a better vantage. They subsist on vegetation such as grass, clover, alfalfa and plantains but raid farm crops when available to pack on winter fat for hibernation. The latter often puts them at odds with farmers, though moderate woodchuck numbers are beneficial to soil health. When alarmed, woodchucks produce sharp whistles followed by softer whistles while fleeing and peeking from burrows.

Woodchucks emerge in early spring (Feb. 2 is Groundhog Day, according to traditional wives’ tales, or later in northern habitats). Males immediately began seeking a mate, and young are born in April or May, dispersing at 2 months old. Woodchuck meat is said to be excellent eating.
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The two major species of prairie dogs, black- and white-tailed, are easily distinguished by black (upper left) and white- tipped tails (upper right). Black-tails live largely on the eastern side of the Rockies, and white-tails inhibit the western slopes.



Prairie Dogs, the Ideal Long-Range Target

What woodchucks are to Eastern varmint shooters, prairie dogs are to Western riflemen. They might represent varmint shooting’s most ideal target, living in wide-open, flat-to-rolling, low-nap habitats where they remain highly visible.
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Prairie dogs make the ideal varmint shooter’s target. They are hugely prolific, generally considered a nuisance by landowners and remain topside nearly year-round, unlike ground squirrels, which go underground when the weather turns hot.



Most prairie dogs remain active year-round, save the nastiest portions of winter, when they retire to their burrows and let things blow over. Their size — 14 to 16.25 (black-tailed) or 13.5 to 14.75 (white-tailed) inches tall and a portly 1.9 to 3 pounds (black-tailed) or 1.5 to 2.5 pounds (white-tailed) — makes them ideal for stretching long-range capabilities. They’re incredibly prolific in prime habitats, with north-central and eastern Montana and almost all of Wyoming offering the most reliable shooting, the fewest (if any) restrictions and abundant public lands. Other than these hotspots, good shooting can be found in isolated pockets throughout their range.
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The author and his father discovered these prairie dogs on wide-open public lands in western Wyoming by exploring oil-field roads in an ulra-remote area. The West’s public lands offer nearly unlimited opportunity for varmint/predator shooting.



The black-tailed prairie dog enjoys the widest distribution, inhabiting short-grass prairies in northern and eastern Montana and southwestern North Dakota, south to northwestern Texas, eastern and southern New Mexico and extreme southeastern Arizona. It has a pinkish-brown back and light-hued underbelly, its slim tail black tipped, as per its label. White-tailed prairie dogs, and the related Gunnison’s subspecies (western Wyoming, northwestern Colorado and northeastern Utah) are slightly darker, with a lighter belly and white-tipped tail. The endangered Utah prairie dog of south-central Utah is protected.
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Black-tailed prairie dogs construct conical-shaped entrance mounds of hard-packed earth, usually a foot high to prevent burrow flooding and provide sentry points above entrance holes. White-tailed mounds are generally less conspicuous and seldom hard packed. Instead of inhabiting short-grass prairies, white-tails thrive in sagebrush plains at higher, cooler elevations with their range centered in northeastern Utah, northwestern Colorado and western Wyoming.
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Hoary Marmot Range



Prairie dogs often sleep during hot summer middays, and are most active during mornings and evenings, though some action is normally available all day in even the hottest weather. Overcast days sometimes offer wide-open summer shooting. Gregarious black-tails are often found in towns of several thousand animals covering more than 100 acres. They rarely venture far from burrow safety, often pausing at a lateral passage 3 to 5 inches below the surface to listen for danger, with their tunnels dropping as much as 14 feet deep, where separate nesting and toilet chambers are located. Their diet usually consists of green vegetation and only occasionally insects such as grasshoppers.

Prairie dogs are highly vocal. Their double-noted staccato calls consist of distinctive chirps followed by a wheeze and tail flicking. This sounds the general alarm. A wheezing, whistling yip signals all is clear.

Prairie dogs remain on the hit lists of most ranchers because 250 dogs consume as much grass daily as a 1,000-pound cow (in addition to their burrowing), though they are important to prairie health in moderate numbers, so they should never be shot to extinction. Native American tribes relied on prairie dogs as a food source.
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Yellow-Bellied Marmot Range



Western “Rockchucks”

The so-called rockchuck is actually a marmot, inhabiting rocky areas and talus slopes in mountainous or foothill regions of the West. Of the two most common species, yellow-bellied and hoary marmot, the former is most widespread, ranging from British Columbia and southern Alberta south through eastern California, west to Colorado and northern New Mexico, and north into Montana, at elevations from 6,000 to 12,000 feet. The hoary marmot is found in identical habitats but only in far northern Washington, Idaho and western Montana, north into Canada and eastern Alaska.

Yellow-bellied marmots typically have yellowish-brown bodies and yellowish bellies. They also have whitish spots between their eyes and brushy tails. They stand 18.5 to 28 inches tall and weigh 5 to 10 pounds.
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Rockchunks, more accurately yellow-bellied marmots, are found in various rocky habitats, from high-elevation mountains to high-desert lava flows.



When not immediately in evidence, marmots’ 8- to 9-inch burrows with fans of packed earth betray their presence. Burrows are typically located beneath rock piles, in crevices or other rocky shelter. When alarmed, they scurry to their burrows and chirp or whistle their displeasure.
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Marmots, often called rockchunks locally, are most commonly found at high elevations, such as the Colorado high country, where the author encountered this one. Colorado has seasons and license requirements, so check regulations before shooting.



Marmots feed on many kinds of greenery, putting on fat to sustain them from August or October through February or March. A litter of about five young is born soon after re-emergence. Yellow-bellied marmots are common hosts to the tick associated with Rocky Mountain spotted fever, so handle with care.

The slightly larger hoary marmots (often known as “whistlers”) are silver-gray above with brownish rumps and white-hued bellies, providing excellent camouflage in their rocky, lichen-covered habitats. They measure 17.75 to 32 inches tall and weigh 8 to 20 pounds. Its habits closely mirror those of its more southerly cousin, hibernating October through February and mating soon after emergence to produce four to five young a month later. Its shrill alarm whistle is louder than the yellow-bellied, providing its nickname. Native tribes have long consumed its flesh.

Colorado and its Rocky Mountain habitat is an obvious hotspot, though seasons are included and licenses required. Southeastern Idaho offers excellent opportunities at lower elevations and the edges of vast lava flows adjacent to irrigated farming. Though really, any high-elevation habitat in the Rocky Mountain West offers potential. Related Alaska, Olympic (far western Washington) and Vancouver (Island) marmots are generally not hunted.

Ground Squirrels: Prolific Western Shooting

I could guess the number of ground squirrel subspecies, but let’s just say there are many. A more important factor to varmint shooters is whether a ground squirrel species congregates in numbers dense enough to warrant serious efforts, though many — such as the thirteen-lined ground squirrel of my youth — pop up often enough to provide targets of opportunity while pursuing other species.

All ground squirrels exhibit relatively universal habits, such as producing sharp, high-frequency whistles that often give away their presence and location, to their yearly cycle of summertime estivation (a form of hibernation in response to hot temperatures), which continues through winter hibernation. Ground squirreling is best from the onset of the first sustained spring days; March or April in most ranges, through early June. They’re aggressive burrowers with hardy appetites, which make them scorned by most landowners. Vegetation constitutes most of the ground squirrel’s diet, though they will consume insects, small rodents and birds, and occasionally, each other. They fight and kill one another in contention for prime nesting burrows. Locally, they are often called gophers or rats.


Examples of locally important species include:


	Washington: found in isolated if sometimes-dense populations in central Washington, where substantial public ground is sparse.

	Mexican: found only in southwestern Texas

	Franklin’s: found from the Dakotas eastward to the upper Midwest, but only occasionally in dense colonies.

	Unita: found in far eastern Idaho and western Wyoming and south into a narrow strip along Utah’s high mountains.

	Spotted: located along Colorado’s Front Range into New Mexico and western Texas, but seldom massing.

	Thirteen-lined: inhabit all of the Great Plains, but are a solitary or lowdensity species.
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Washington Ground Squirrel Range
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Mexian Ground Squirrel Range
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Franklin’s Ground Squirrel Range
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Thirteen-lined Ground Squirrel Range
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To serious varmint shooters, ground squirrels that habitually form dense colonies are species of interest, and of those, only a few are widespread enough to interest anyone but regional shooters.

The species I’ll highlight no doubt reveal my regional bias, but they’re worth prolonged road trips for those seeking high-volume shooting.

Townsend’s ground squirrels are relatively widespread and frequently offer fine shooting. They are plain gray above, tinged pinkish with light bellies. They stand 6.75 to 10.75 inches tall and weigh maybe .75 pound. They prefer open sagebrush habitats, often with adjacent rock edges, found in south-central Washington, eastern Oregon, extreme northeastern and southwestern California, most of Nevada and the far-western tier of Idaho. They commonly form large colonies and are most active from April (earlier in Washington) through early June, with their summer estivation beginning in mid-June to July and continuing through winter hibernation.
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Richardson’s ground squirrels are common on short-grass and sage prairies in locations as varied as northwestern Colorado and western Wyoming and into the Dakotas. They often congregate for high-volume shooting.



Richardson’s ground squirrels appear in colonies only in ideal habitats of open short-grass and sage prairie with readily available food and water. I have enjoyed steady shooting in remote areas of western Wyoming and northwestern Colorado, for example. They are gray to yellowish-gray above, tinged with brown or buff and some-what molted with pale bellies. They stand 9.75 to 14 inches tall and weigh up to 1 pound. They range from southern Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba south into northeastern Idaho, northern and central Montana, southwestern Wyoming, northwestern Colorado, northeastern South Dakota and extreme western Minnesota, with an isolated patch in northern Nevada and southwestern Idaho.
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Richardson’s Ground Squirrel Range



They’re sometimes called “picket pin” for their habit of standing erect to survey their surroundings. Another handle is “flickertail,” which derives from its tail-flicking habits while producing shrill whistles.

Belding’s ground squirrels offer some of the densest high-volume sport of the species, commonly congregating in vast colonies. The gray-washed, 10- to 11.75-inch, 8- to 12-ounce “sage rat” typically inhabits abandoned agricultural fields, ranch-road edges and other areas where vegetation is thin. They also thrive in rocky areas, but they’re typically thickest around hay and alfalfa fields, or along creek banks, where they often undermine irrigation efforts.
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Belding’s Ground Squirrel Range



They inhabit eastern Oregon, southwestern Idaho, northeastern California
























Rock Squirrels in Other Places













Jackrabbit Bonanza


























Hunting Hogs
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Birds of a Feather
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