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Traditional Deer Hunting
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Communal hunting was another technique commonly used
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area several miles in diameter and setting brush fires. Over
a few hours, the ring of fire would be brought in tighter and
tighter until all of the animals that were originally within the
several mile area were trapped within a tiny area where they
could easily be shot (e.g., Beverly 1705:39). Besides the two
methods of deer hunting just described, hunting blinds were
also used. Animals were also ambushed in natural traps, such
as highly incised creek beds (cf. Swanton 1946:314), with
walls too steep to climb out. Deer were also taken with arrows
fired from boats when the animals were crossing streams.
Many Anglos were impressed with the reverence Choctaw
hunters held for the deer and the fact that they usually wasted
very little of a kill (e.g. Adair 1775:431). According to Cushman, Choctaw hunters never killed game animals in a wanton
manner (Cushman 1899:181). At least some Choctaw communities had strict game laws to prevent over-hunting, and some are
said to have refrained from hunting the biggest and best animals in order to help the species get stronger (Bremer 1907:3).
In the traditional Choctaw way, once an animal was taken, it
was distributed to as many neighboring Choctaw families and
groups as the size of the hunt justified (Swanton 2001:54).
Conserving any natural resource requires respect for that
resource, a commitment to avoiding waste and coordinated
management practices. These are elements of traditional Choctaw game management. Unfortunately, for a period of just a few
decades, our ancestors stopped managing the deer population
in this sustainable way and paid a terrible price for it. During
the 1700s and early 1800s, Choctaw people became increasingly involved in the fur trade with France and then with the
U.S. Forts, trading houses, and later factories were set up in

and around Choctaw country as places for Choctaw people to
exchange hides (primarily deer) for European merchandise. Over
time, Choctaw society came to rely more on these European
items and less on Choctaw-made items. Hunters began to go
out and shoot more and more deer in order to be able to acquire
more merchandise. In the year 1817 alone, Choctaw hunters
brought in 54,011 pounds of deer hides to the fur factory at
St. Stephens (American State Papers, Indian Affairs Vol. ii. p.
208). St. Stephens was just one of three factories doing business with Choctaw hunters at that time. Hunting pressure from
Anglo American also began to increase. Before long, overhunting had destroyed the deer herds in the ancient Choctaw
hunting lands on the Tombigbee River. Choctaw hunters began
traveling farther and farther west in search of deer, eventually
traveling all the way out to present day Oklahoma to hunt. As
a whole, Choctaws eventually racked up debts to the fur factories, and were not able to pay them off because the deer were
gone. The U.S. government repeatedly used these outstanding
debts as a pretense to get Choctaw land sessions through treaty.
Today, after several decades of sustainable management
practice, the deer population has returned to at least its ancient
size, and may be bigger than ever before. Over the upcoming months, many Choctaw hunters will continue an ancient
relationship, hunting deer to feed their families and at the
same time helping to keep the deer population size healthy
and in balance. Choctaw tradition and lessons from the past
both teach us that these amazing animals deserve our respect, our best efforts at conservation, and our thanks.
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