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Introduction

This book won’t teach you how to shoot the biggest buck. This book won’t teach you how to catch the biggest fish. Instead, it was written to show you how to hunt and catch something that you can eat, and to allow you to reconnect with the past while providing you with skills and knowledge that you may be able to use in the future. Whether you have never picked up a fishing rod, gun or bow before, or you have been doing it for years, Hunting for Food is a reminder of what hunting and fishing is about at its most basic level: Hunting and fishing game for food allows us, as people in a modern world, to never grow dull to the knowledge that food, life and death are all connected. Just as important, it is also about holding onto the freedom of knowing how to provide and to do things on our own.

In these pages, you will learn the basics of hunting and catching many different species of game and fish, and you will also learn how to properly care for each species in the field to maximize your experience at the dining table. Field dressing and butchering directions are shown with step-by-step photos, and cooking tips and recipes are included at the end of each chapter. Once you get beyond the cleaning and butchering part, cooking will be a cinch. Wild game is not scary and anyone can learn how to cook it. Wild game is also very delicious – forget what anyone has ever told you about it tasting “gamy,” “fishy” or “tough.” If you’ve had it before and didn’t like it, give it a second chance and do the hunting, fishing, butchering and cooking yourself – the right way. You may be surprised by how much of a difference it makes.

We hope that the information in this book will serve to empower and humble, which was our experience while writing our blog Food for Hunters, which then led us to write this book. From all the preseason preparation, to hours and days of sitting or searching, to actually shooting or catching something and gettting it out of the field, going through the intimate process of gutting and butchering the animal, and then cooking and eating it – is a revelation. You will learn to see, know and appreciate food in an entirely different way, and we are really excited for all the new hunters and fishermen who will take to the fields and waters to begin this journey.

Every fall we sportsmen leave our homes. We arrive in our blinds and treestands before the rising of the sun and sit for hours in the cold and quiet, listening to the hooting of owls. The hours we will spend watching squirrels will make up much of our lives, and more often than not, we will come home with nothing. But we don’t mind – for no one knows the song of the wind that chimes through the trees, or the swelling and receding currents of grass in the fields like we do. To watch the sun peep over the horizon and spill its color into our woods and onto the twinkling surface of our marshes is a privilege and a pleasure. To be given the opportunity to come home with hard-earned game, is a gift.
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White-tailed deer antlers have single tines that grow from the main beams, while mule deer antlers have forked tines.



CHAPTER 1
DEER

There are few icons more recognizable in hunting than that of the deer hunter. From primitive cave paintings, to the elaborate medieval tapestries in the halls of the European elite, to portrayals in children’s movies, deer hunting is a loaded concept, a familiar motif in history, politics, art and popular culture. Consequently, out of all North American game, deer hunting also suffers greatly from a long festering sin of preconceived notion.

For too many, the hunting of deer is not only questionable, but its meat is often falsely classified as second-rate. As hunters, we’ve heard all the prejudices, even from within our own ranks. “It’s gamy.” “It’s too tough.” “It smells.” To this we say, rubbish! In our house venison is the favored game. Unapologetically delicious, organic and ethically killed through the spirit of self-reliance and respect, venison is everything grass-fed beef wishes it could be, and more.

Biology

The two most hunted species of deer in North America are the white-tailed deer and mule deer. Their physical differences can be seen in the ears, tail and antler formation. Mule deer get their name from their long mule-like ears. The antlers on a mule deer will fork as they grow from the main beams, whereas the whitetail’s rack has single (not forked) tines that grow upward from its main beams. The tail on a mule deer has a black tip and is narrower than the tail of the white-tailed deer. Both species have excellent senses of smell, eyesight and hearing, a combination that makes them very challenging to hunt.

Deer are browsers, eating many different plants, fruits, nuts and grains depending on what’s available. During harsh winters, mule deer will resort to eating bark and twigs to survive as they can also live in harsh regions. Both mule and white-tailed deer are delicious table fare, but the white-tailed deer takes the crown in taste, as it often dines on crops farmers grow such as soybeans and corn throughout much of its range. They more typically live in areas with more agriculture, also foraging on plants, grasses, acorns, beechnuts, hickory, pecans, fruit and more when in season.

Range & Habitat

Mule deer are known as a Western deer, the majestic monarch of the Rocky Mountains. Mule deer and its subspecies range from the deserts of northern Mexico all the way into southern Alaska. Western Nebraska is the mule deer’s eastern border and the Pacific Ocean is its western border. They are not as numerous as the white-tailed deer, preferring the solitude of the high mountains or the openness of the prairie and desert.

The white-tailed deer is an edge dweller and has adapted well to farmlands across the country, where they come out from the forests to feed at night. Their range begins on the East Coast and sprawls west into Idaho, and from as far north as the Yukon south down into Mexico, Peru and Ecuador.

Firearms, Archery & Other Equipment

Firearms

To hunt deer, several different types of firearms can be used. Firearms that are effective for deer include the bolt-action rifle, lever-action rifle, single-shot, modern semiauto rifle and muzzleloader in a wide range of calibers; the muzzleloader is available in the traditional flintlock, percussion sidelock and modern inline models. All of these styles can work well for hunting deer, so choose the gun that is best for your specific needs. Keep in mind that not all of these firearms may be legal in your state for hunting deer, so check with your state’s game laws before choosing one.
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A broadside shot is the best position to shoot a deer, but be aware of any limbs and branches, which can change the course of your bullet or arrow.
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An alert white-tailed deer may stomp and snort if she senses a threat in the area.



Shotguns and slugs (specialized big-game shotgun ammunition) can also be used for harvesting deer, as some states don’t allow centerfire rifles due to safety concerns in increasingly populated areas. In recent years, high-quality, large-caliber pistols have also become more popular in the big-game hunting scene.

Depending on the type of habitat, shots at deer can be on the long side, 100 yards or more, so a good riflescope is a prudent choice to add to your gun. There are many brands and models of high-quality riflescopes available on the market, so buy the best you can afford. You owe it to the animal to make a clean, accurate shot. You don’t have to spend a fortune – there are some fantastic mid-range priced scopes available.

Choosing the Right Caliber
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The .243 Howa is an accurate and low-recoil gun, great for kids and adults who are sensitive to recoil.



Though a highly debated topic, a dead deer is a dead deer, and no amount of power behind your bullet will make up for lack of practice with a firearm. The best caliber is the one that you can shoot most accurately to quickly and humanely kill a deer. Here are some of the most widely used calibers today:


	.243 – The .243 is a cartridge that has light recoil and when using a quality bullet, it has enough weight to do the job. It is a great choice for youngsters and for shooters who are sensitive to recoil.

	.25 – .25-caliber rounds are good choices as they are slightly heavier bullets and can reach farther distances.

	.270 – Neck and neck with the .30-06 Springfield as one of the most popular deer rounds, the .270 allows the use of heavier bullet weights and is extremely accurate without too much recoil.

	.30 – The best all-around calibers are the .30s, with the .30-06 Springfield being the most popular. It has a wide range of bullet weights, allowing the one-rifle shooter the chance to engage in almost all of North America’s big game. Also, the .30-06 is widely carried by most retailers, making forgotten or lost ammo at the airport less of an issue.

	Handgun calibers – Choose .44 Magnum and above, such as the .454 Casull, the .460 and .500 Smith & Wesson. Deer have been taken with the .357 Magnum, but only under the best circumstances. Some handguns can also shoot rifle calibers very well.



Archery Gear

If you are new to bow hunting or would like to give it a try, we highly recommend that you go to an archery store and talk to a specialist. They will be able to help you find the correct bow and accessories that will fit your size, strength and skill level. Whether you’d like to shoot a compound bow or traditional recurve or longbow, you’ll still need arrows with field tips for practice, broadheads for hunting and a target for practice. Getting set up with accessories like an arrow quiver, rest, sight, release or finger tab will depend on what type of bow you choose and how you want to shoot it. This is another area where the archery shop specialist can be a big help, as they’ll be able to guide you in the right direction for the kind of hunting and shooting you’d like to do. Be sure to check your state’s game laws regarding the minimum draw weight for hunting deer to make sure your bow qualifies.


Deer Hunting Gear


	hunting licenses and permits

	camouflage and hunter orange clothing

	blind or treestand

	safety harness for treestand hunters

	scent control detergents, soaps and deodorizers

	binoculars and scopes

	cleaning tools, covered in cleaning section

	shooting stick

	rangefinder





Hunting

In the West, a popular technique to hunt mule deer is the spot-and-stalk method. To do this, find a vantage point of your hunting area on a high spot and carefully observe the area below for deer with a spotting scope or binoculars. When a deer is spotted, plan a route to stalk or sneak in closer to the deer without being discovered, taking into consideration the wind direction to hide your scent and noise. Only when you are close enough to make a good shot, set up and take it. Stalking mule deer is very difficult because they have incredible senses.
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An elevated blind helps a great deal to conceal your scent and movements when hunting deer.



Hunting white-tailed deer can be much different. Their habitat can be huge tracts of forest or the broken wooded habitat in close proximity to farmlands. Try to spend some time before the season observing their movements as they move between their daytime bedding areas and nighttime feeding areas during the mornings and evenings. Unless disturbed, deer tend to follow many of the same paths. Once you’ve done your scouting, place yourself along these travel paths to intercept deer as they move. To counter the whitetail’s keen senses, many hunters use a treestand to hunt from above, or hide themselves in a blind on the ground. Shots at white-tailed deer can be extremely close at only a few yards, or up to several hundred yards if out in the open. Use a shooting stick if you can to help steady your gun.

Tactics for archery are similar but in much closer proximities; most archery shots at deer occur at less than 35 yards, depending on the archer’s skill. Due to this close proximity, great care must be taken to mask your scent and your movements. Specialized clothing, scent-reducing detergents, deodorants and soaps are all available to help minimize scent.

Whether hunting in the high mountains, desert, northern forests or near a local farm, deer hunting will test your skills and your patience. If you come home empty-handed, that’s OK. Use your time in the woods to learn more about the deer’s habits and to learn from your mistakes. When you finally do shoot one, your success will be that much more rewarding.

Shot Placement

Knowing when to shoot and not to shoot is an important part of being an ethical hunter. To drop a deer quickly, aim for its vitals, which is the lung and heart area located behind the shoulders. A broadside shot is the best scenario for gun and bow hunters. Quartering-away and quartering-toward shots are also alright for gun hunters, but archery hunters should only take quartering-away shots. The shoulder area covers too much of the vitals in a quartering-toward shot. And if the shot errs too far back, there’s a greater chance of catching the gut area as the arrow or bullet travels through the deer at an angle. Shots from the rear should never be made by anyone, while head-on shots should only be reserved for more experienced hunters.
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Broadside




[image: ]

Frontal
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Quartering Away



Field to Table

Venison is the filet mignon of wild game meats. It’s an ideal protein – lean, yet tender, flavorful and juicy with endless possibilities in the kitchen. Handled and prepared correctly, venison should not be “tough” or “gamy,” and cooking it should not be an intimidating task. The process to getting good venison, however, starts from the beginning – from making a good shot to proper field dressing, aging, packaging and finally cooking.

Field Dressing

A good dish at the table starts with proper handling in the field. Once on the ground, it is imperative to field dress and cool down the deer as soon as possible, especially if hunting in warmer weather. If left for too long, bacteria in the digestive system will start to spoil the meat. Depending on the weather, we recommend field dressing deer no later than one to two hours after it’s been shot.

Before you begin, make sure the deer is dead before approaching it. Check for any reaction by carefully touching the eyes with a long stick or your gun barrel. Approaching a deer that is still alive may cause it to panic wildly and injure you. When you’re sure it’s dead, unload your gun or bow and move the deer to a more comfortable spot to field dress, if needed.


Tools for Field Dressing & Butchering


	sharp knives (we use a combination of the Buck knife, Havalon and fillet knife)

	latex gloves (optional)

	disinfecting wipes, for wiping hands and knives

	clean rags

	rope or game cart to extract deer

	small pieces of string, twine or zip ties

	large zip-lock bag to save heart and liver

	flashlight

	trash bags

	cooler and ice

	Weston or FoodSaver vacuum sealer and packages

	Weston electric or manual meat grinder
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STEP 1. If desired, wear gloves and disinfect your knife. First, lay the deer on its back. Locate the anus on a buck and cut a circle around it; cut around the anus and vagina for a doe. The circle should be about 2 inches in diameter and your knife should be inserted about 4 inches deep, slightly angled outward to avoid cutting into the rectum. To prevent fecal matter from being expelled during the next steps, pull out a small section of the rectum and use a string or a zip tie to close the rectum shut.
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STEP 2. Locate the bottom of the sternum then cut upward through the sternum, with the blade edge turned up to prevent puncturing any organs. Cut far enough to be able to locate the trachea and esophagus. If possible, have another person hold the deer in place.
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STEP 3. Now facing toward the anus, insert your index and middle finger under the initial cut to form a “V” with your fingers. Gently pull up the hide with your fingers to get your knife underneath, blade turned upwards between your fingers, and carefully cut through the abdominal wall, skin and fur. Cut all the way down to near the anus, being extra careful not to cut into any digestive organs, including the intestines and bladder. If the doe is lactating, do not cut through the udder, but cut around it and remove it. For a buck, cut around the penis and testicles, then reach into the body cavity to cut them off at their base. Disinfect your knife as necessary.
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STEP 4. If desired, cut out the heart and liver and place in a zip-lock bag. Next, reach as far up the chest and neck as you can and cut through both the esophagus and trachea, then grab the loose ends and start pulling it out and toward the deer’s hind end. The upper organs should come with it. Free the lower organs by separating the diaphragm from the ribs on both sides of the body cavity. Next, tip the deer over so the organs roll out. You may need your hands and knife to help the process. Lay the deer on its stomach for a few minutes to drain out blood, but do not allow the cavity to be contaminated with dirt or debris.
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STEP 5. If the cavity has been tainted by contents from the intestinal or urinary tract, typical of a gut shot, wash out the cavity with snow or water. After you’re done, dry out any excess water as soon as possible with rags. If the temperature is below 40 degrees Fahrenheit, allow the deer to cool down by propping the chest cavity open with a stick. If it’s warmer than that, place several bags of ice inside the body cavity, but make sure to keep the chest cavity dry.
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STEP 6. Age the deer by hanging it from a sturdy tree limb, a meat pole or inside a garage if the temperature is in the mid-30s. Many people hang deer by the hind legs, but we are used to hanging our deer by the neck – we started out hunting without owning a gambrel and that’s how we’ve been hanging our deer since. Plus this allows any leftover blood to drain out. Professional butchers may say otherwise, but it has worked well for us so far and our venison has tasted perfect. If weather and temperature permits, leave deer hanging for at least three days (see sidebar on aging). If hanging inside a garage, place a small plastic pool or tarp underneath the deer to catch any draining blood.

STEP 7. Finally, remove the tenderloins, or inside straps, located underneath the spine. These inside loins are so tender that they do not need aging. Eat them for dinner that night or freeze for later use.


Aging Venison

If the outside temperature is between 32 and 40 degrees Fahrenheit, hang the gutted deer outside or in a cold garage for a few days to age. Aging allows the muscles to relax after rigor mortis, allowing them to become tender and develop a better flavor – the same idea behind aged beef. We like to age our deer in a garage for three to five days, depending on the weather and temperature conditions, but this may not be a possibility for some hunters due to location and time of year. If you find yourself in this situation, it is possible to age skinned and quartered deer by hanging meat in a spare refrigerator (at 35 degrees) or even in a cooler filled with ice. If using a cooler, lay the meat on a layer of ice and pour more ice on top of it. Be sure to have the meat in plastic bags or have a piece of plastic sheeting between the meat and ice to keep them from coming in direct contact, and not allowing the meat to become soaked with water. Keep the drain plug open and place the cooler in a shaded area on a downhill incline to allow the melted ice water to drain. Check throughout the day and add more ice as needed – do this for at least two days. Keep an eye out for flies so they don’t contaminate the meat.

Although preferable, not being able to age venison is not the end of the world. We have eaten deer that were butchered immediately and it tasted just fine. You may run into this situation when temperatures are below freezing or really warm, and you don’t have a spare refrigerator to use or the time to age meat in a cooler with ice. It is best to butcher the deer in those situations. Proper aging does not happen when meat freezes, and trying to thaw a whole deer is a mess.



Skinning & Breaking Down

Some people choose to send their deer to a processor, but we would rather save the hundred bucks. After all, if you’re hunting to combat the rising prices of meat at the grocery store, why add to the cost of your venison? But if you’re short on time and have to go through a processor, make that sure that you are getting your deer back and not someone else’s; that person may not have properly cared for their deer in the field like you did, and that will affect the meat’s taste.
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STEP 1. Depending on where you are quartering your deer, have a cooler with ice on hand. With the deer hanging by the neck, locate the wrist joint below the shank on the front legs. Cut each around the joint to break the hide, then twist the joint to remove and discard the lower part of the legs.
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STEP 2. Move down to the hind legs and locate the ankle joints. Cut around each joint to break the hide, then twist to remove. Do not cut through the scent glands located just above this joint. It looks like a bump or large tuft of fur. Cutting the glands will contaminate your knife and ruin any meat that it touches afterward.
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STEP 3. Looking at the inside of the shoulders, cut a line from the end of the broken joint to the chest cavity on both sides. This will make the deer easier to skin later.
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STEP 4. Cut the hide around the circumference of the neck by the base of the skull, with the blade turned out. Cutting from the inside out prevents your knife from getting dull too quickly, which will happen if you try to cut through fur. Then cut a line from the chest cavity to the first cut around the neck at the base of the skull. Grab the hide by the top of the neck and pull downward, using your knife to release stubborn areas.
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STEP 5. Continue to pull the hide away from the front legs and down the body. Once you get to the tail, cut through the tail (on the meat side) to continue removing the hide from the hind legs until the deer is completely skinned, except for the head.
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STEP 6. Remove the shoulders. This will be easy because the shoulders are connected to the body by only muscle. Put the shoulders in a cooler with ice while you work on the rest of the deer.
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STEP 7. Now remove the hindquarters by following the contours of the pelvis. Cut or twist off the ball joint that connects the femur to the pelvis.
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STEP 8. Remove the loins. Follow the contour of the spine and the top of the rib cage with your knife, and pull away the loin as you cut. It should come off as one piece of very tender meat.
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STEP 9. Remove meat from the neck by filleting it off on both sides. Trim off any leftover meat on the carcass. There will be a fair amount around the rib cage, and some hunters even trim out the rib cage. These trimmings are perfect for making venison burger and sausage. Discard the carcass according to your state’s regulations.

Cleaning & Packaging

A sharp fillet knife is necessary for cleaning venison. Before packaging, trim as much fat as you can off the meat. Also, remove any stray hair and trim off the bruised meat from around arrow and bullet wounds. You can trim off the silver skin, but that can mostly wait until you’re ready to cook.
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Fast, powerful and easy to clean, the Weston Pro Series Meat Grinder is a workhorse in our kitchen.



The way you break down the quarters will depend on what you plan to do with it. If you plan on making sausage or burgers, simply debone the quarters and cube them for grinding; we have a Weston Pro Series Electric Meat Grinder and it’s perfect for our needs. If you plan to make steaks and roasts, then separate the muscle groups at their seams to get different cuts. Bigger muscles in the hindquarters such as the bottom round and top round are wonderful for steaks — just remember to cut steaks across the grain. Smaller muscles like those on the shoulders can be kept together to get larger roasts for braising, or cubed for stew meat. We also like to keep the front shanks whole for braising.

If hunting is going to be a regular activity for you, invest in a good vacuum sealer. It is a very handy tool for meat hunters and will keep meat fresh in the freezer for up to three years. Each morsel of venison will taste just as good as the day you butchered it. We highly recommend vacuum sealers made by Weston and FoodSaver.

Cooking Venison

Venison is special, like any food that you may cook in the kitchen, with its own set of rules that need to be followed. We’ve met too many people who try to treat wild game like beef or chicken instead of taking the time to learn how to properly cook it. They’ll ruin it and then blame the meat, then spread this false information to other people who have never even tried it. Surprisingly, many hunters are guilty of this, too. The truth is, if you do everything right, venison should taste similar to lean, grass-fed beef.
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Meat from the hindquarters can be cubed, marinated and grilled to make kebabs, like these apricot and curry venison kebabs.



Also remember that a deer’s diet, sex and age can affect its taste. For example, a Nebraska white-tailed deer that lived on corn may taste quite a bit different from a Wyoming mule deer that lived on sage and shrubs. Young deer and does generally taste more tender and mild than older, rutting bucks, but not always.


Adrenaline and Meat

It’s important to make a good killing shot, especially if you’re going to eat what you hunt. Nonfatal shots will allow a deer to run, causing adrenaline and lactic acid to build up in its system. This can change the taste, texture and smell of meat. When you know you have made a good shot, be patient. Do not let the deer see you and do not chase after it. Not all killing shots cause deer to drop in its tracks. It’s normal for deer to run a ways, but they will eventually drop and bleed out quietly. If you immediately chase a wounded deer, the knowledge of your presence will cause the deer to panic and run.



Grilling & Pan Searing Venison

The only rule for grilling and pan searing venison is to not overcook it, and we reserve these cooking methods for less sinewy parts of the deer like the backstraps and steaks from the hindquarters. Other than that, we prepare our venison steaks the same way we would a medium-rare beefsteak.

Always remember to allow steaks to come to room temperature by taking the meat out of the refrigerator one hour prior to cooking. Remove all of the silver skin and fat from the steaks by slipping a sharp, pointy knife underneath; silver skin will contract and make your meat curl and tough when heated. Loins do not need any marinating and are best grilled whole over direct high heat – though, they are easier to pan sear if cut into smaller steaks. Steaks from the hindquarters can benefit from an acid-based marinade such as lemon juice or vinegar, although it is not absolutely necessary; hindquarter steaks from a young deer are almost as



Braising & Roasting Venison
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