
SKINNING EQUIPMENT

Some type of sharpening 
device should be part of the 
trapper’s  kit on the trapline. 
It will save time and trouble 

if some skinning must be 
done in the • eld.        

Skinning will always require one or more knives appropriate for the 
job at hand, and trappers will usually use fur combs or brushes, 
some kind of holding surface or device (to make up for the “third 
hand” that trappers often need but never have), and often a tool to 
assist in removal of the animal’s tail.  Some trappers also use either 
a small hand-axe or hacksaw for the removal of feet and, for some 
species, a supply of sawdust to absorb fat and grease.  

KNIVES - The most important factor for cutting and skinning tools 
is that they be kept well-sharpened.  In addition to increasing the 
time required to complete the job, a dull knife requires more force 
in use and that is more likely to result in slips that will damage pelts 
(reducing their value) and accidents that may be dangerous to the 
user.  

There are many shapes, styles, and sizes of knives and, while some 
do particular jobs better than others, individual preference based on 
“! t” and “feel” are important in ! nal selection.  In general, narrow 
blades are best for small animals and for starting cuts on larger ones, 
while wider, often blunt-tipped blades are selected for jobs requiring 
much cutting, such as in the skinning of beaver.  

For general skinning, it is wise to have at least two knives available, 
the secondary one for those portions of the job requiring cutting 
around bone, since bones will quickly dull a blade.

SHARPENING DEVICES - There is a large variety of different knife 
sharpeners on the market, from the traditional whetstone to felt 
wheels designed for use on electric bench grinders.  As with knives, 
the eventual selection by an individual trapper will re" ect personal 
preference, based on what works best for him or her. 

For jobs requiring the very ! nest of blades, such as in beaver 
skinning, the sharpening can be ! nished with a leather strop or 
ceramic stone.  

HOLDING DEVICES - For the smaller furbearers, making the initial 
cut is made easier by securing one hind leg, so that the trapper can 
then use one hand to hold the other leg and the other hand to hold 
the knife.  That may be done with a pushpin or small nail through the 
foot on a bench surface, or by various devices including small vices, 
clamps, and even foot-hold traps.  

A special trough or cradle is useful for holding species such as beaver 
in a position most convenient for skinning, and for making initial cuts 
in other larger species (weighing more than a few pounds). 

For most of the carnivores larger than marten, a skinning gambrel 
is used to suspend the animal by its hind legs, leaving the trapper’s 
hands free for the simultaneous cutting and pulling that may be 
required.  

One of several types of 
skinning cradles, used 

here for beaver. 

One of several types of 
gambrel.
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TAIL STRIPPERS AND SPLITTERS  - The process of pulling the tail 
skin from the carcass can be done by hand for some species, but is 
made easier with the use of a tail stripper (see illustration).  These 
are commercially available, or may be home-made.  For those 
species which require the tail to be split open, a foolproof job can be 
done with a splitting guide and sharp knife, or with a pair of sharp 
scissors. 

OTHER ACCESSORIES - The use of snug-! tting vinyl gloves while 
handling furbearers is strongly advised  for some species (beaver, 
muskrat, raccoon, wolf, coyote, red fox) to guard against diseases 
and infections, and is recommended for the others.  A skinning 
apron (latex, vinyl, leather) will help keep your clothing clean and is 
recommended.

SKINNING METHODS  There are four different ways of preparing pelts for market: 

OPEN (or FLAT)   This procedure applies  to beaver and badger, and 
is described in detail in the applicable species account (Chapter 11).

CASED, FUR IN  The river otter, raccoon, and some of the smaller 
furbearers (red squirrel, muskrat, weasels, and mink) are prepared 
by this method.  For the most part, these are species for which colour 
does not vary greatly and is not a major consideration in grading, or 
whose fur is  particularly delicate before tanning.  

CASED, FUR OUT  This is the method of choice for species whose 
individuals may vary considerably in colour features, fur density, and 
condition of guard hairs (marten, ! sher, lynx, bob cat, coyote, and red 
fox).  

TAXIDERMY  The three species that are marketed primarily for 
taxidermy include two (wolf and wolverine) that are usually presented 
cased, fur out, and one (black bear) that is skinned and presented in 
the open/" at con! guration.  The difference applic able to taxidermy 
skinning is that special attention is required in the skinning and drying 
of features around the head and feet.  Details are provided in the 
applicable species accounts (Chapter 11).  
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CASE-SKINNING  

Tip: While not always an 
option, it is worth knowing 
that a freshly killed (warm) 

animal is much easier to skin 
than is one that has been 

frozen.    

1) THE INITIAL CUTS - The location of the initial 
cut is important to maximize pelt length.  The cut 
must extend from the heel of one hind foot to that 
of the other, passing below the anus (closer to 
the belly than to the back).  This places all of the 
long guard hair found on the back legs onto the 
back of the pelt, thereby increasing its length.  

Two additional cuts are then made, one on each 
side of the anus from a common point at the 
base of the tail back to the initial cut line.  The 
result is a small triangle of fur which includes the 
anus, and which will remain on the carcass.  

1

2 2) PREP OF HIND LEGS - The fur is 
then cut (larger species) or pulled free 
from the hind feet, and then pulled 
down from that point to fully expose the 
hind legs back to the rump.  Although 
some cutting of the tissue beneath the 
skin may be required during this step, it 
will be minimal for most species. 

Note: For members of the weasel family, the 
triangle cuts should be made carefully with 
the point of the knife directed upward to avoid 
cutting the strong-smelling musk glands which 
lie beneath the skin in that area.    

Skinning by the “cased” method is generally the same, 
regardless of whether the !nished pelt is to be presented 
fur in or fur out.  Basically, the pelt is removed by “peeling” from 
the rear to the head of the carcass.   The general procedure is 
described and illustrated below (!gures 1-11).  Variations for 
individual species (if any) are presented in the applicable species 
sections (Chapter 11).   

Preparation - Prior to making the !rst cut, ensure that the animal 
is completely thawed (a portion of hide that is frozen and in"exible 
is subject to accidental cutting), and that the fur is dry and clean.  
Brushing to remove dirt, burrs, and loose clumps of hair will 
provide a better looking !nished pelt, and will help prevent 
damage later, during "eshing. 

Note: Exceptions to the above, river otters and minks are both 
subject to a condition called “singe”, in which the tips of the 
guard hairs become bent and the pelt loses its sheen.  Singe 
is caused by excess heat and dryness, friction, and sometimes 
static electricity.  Neither species should be brushed excessively, 
and the fur  of otters should be kept damp during handling.
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Always exercise extreme cau-
tion when using knives and 

"eshing tools.  Seemingly small 
injuries can be life-threatening
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3) PREP OF FRONT LEGS - For larger species (!sher, raccoon, 
and larger), cut a line around the legs at or slightly above the wrist.  
This step can be skipped for the smaller furbearers, from which the 
fur from  front legs can be readily pulled.

4 & 5) CONTINUED SKINNING AND TAIL REMOVAL  
For larger species (!sher, raccoon and larger) hanging 
on a skinning gambrel (4) will make following steps 
easier.  Pull the skin downward (toward the head), 
cutting only where particularly stubborn bits of tissue 
appear, such as at the base of tail and the penis sheath 
of males, and work similarly around the tail until it is free 
all around the base.  At this point for most species, the 
rest of the tail can be pulled by hand, or with the use of 
a tail stripper (5).    

6 - 7 - 8)  FREE FRONT LEGS - Continue to 
work the skin downward, again cutting only where 
necessary.  When the elbows are exposed (6), 
use your !ngers or a blunt tool such as a stout 
screwdriver to !nd the area labelled “A” (7) and 
work the fur downward over each leg to the wrist 
where it can be cut (8) or pulled free or, on larger 
species, reaches the cut made in step 3.

9 - 10 - 11 FRONT LEGS TO NOSE - Once the front legs 
are free, continue pulling (cutting only as necessary) 
until the bases of the ears are exposed.  The knife will be 
required for all skinning from that point forward.  Cut the 
ears off close to the skull, then work the pelt forward and 
cut the eyes free (9), taking care to keep the eyelids on 
the pelt by making the cuts close to the skull.  Continue 
skinning, keeping the knife close to the bone, until the 
corners of the mouth are exposed, at which point a knife 
cut from corner to corner (10) will release the hide from 
the lower jaw leaving the chin fur on the carcass (see 
note below).  A !nal cut (11) is made through the nose 
cartilage close to the hide, leaving most of the cartilege 
on the carcass.
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