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FISH!
ASSOCIATION

A PRACTICAL GUIDE TO PROCESSING

BIG GAME
FIELD TO FORK

From the moment of the shot to the meal on your table

Preparation & The Ethical Shot

Field Dressing & The Gutless Method
Cooling, Transport & Aging
Butchering Cuts & Packaging

Cooking Wild Game Well

Always follow local regulations and seek qualified instruction. ¢ For personal use only « Always prioritize safety



01 Preparation & The Ethical Shot

The quality of your meat is determined long before the trigger is pulled. A hunter who arrives with the right gear
and a clear plan will end up with better table fare than one who improvises in the field. The fundamentals are
simple: work fast, stay clean, stay cold, and use sharp tools.

Essential Field Kit

Category Iltems

Fixed-blade knife (3.5—4" drop point), replaceable-blade knife (Havalon style), bone saw,

Cutting tools )
g sharpening steel

Four to six breathable cotton or synthetic bags per animal — pillowcases are not adequate for

Game bags elk-sized game

Gloves & sanitation Nitrile gloves, shoulder-length OB gloves for gutting, hand sanitizer, paper towels
Cooling & transport Coolers, block ice or frozen jugs, heavy contractor bags, game cart or frame pack
Documentation License, tags, zip ties, permanent marker, phone or GPS

Shot Placement
The ideal target for big game is the heart-lung area — a fist-sized zone just behind the shoulder, roughly one-third up
from the brisket. This offers the largest margin for error, causes rapid blood loss, and preserves the backstraps,
shoulders, and hindquarters.

» Broadside: aim for the crease behind the shoulder, one-third up the body.

e Quartering away: aim at the off-side shoulder through the ribs.

e Quartering toward: aim at the near shoulder only if your cartridge can handle the bone.

* Avoid: head, neck, and gut shots — all cost meat, risk wounding, or both.

After the Shot
1. Mark the spot. Note the exact location where the animal stood. Drop a GPS pin if you can.

2. Wait before tracking. At least 30 minutes for a clear heart or lung hit; 4+ hours for a marginal or gut shot.

3. Track slowly. Bright pink frothy blood = lungs. Dark red = liver or muscle. Greenish fluid or stomach contents
= gut shot; back out and wait longer.

4. Approach cautiously. From behind or above. Touch the eye with a stick — if it blinks, the animal is still alive.
5. Unload and tag. Unload your firearm, attach your tag per local regulations, then get to work.

m KNIFE SHARPNESS TEST

Before every hunt, test your blade on printer paper held in the air. A properly sharp knife will slice cleanly without
tearing. If it grabs or folds, resharpen before you leave. You'll make dozens of cuts on an elk — a dull knife turns a
two-hour job into a five-hour ordeal.

Always follow local regulations and seek qualified instruction. ¢ For personal use only « Always prioritize safety



02 Field Dressing & The Gutless Method

Field dressing removes the internal organs so body heat can escape and gut bacteria can't spread to muscle
tissue. It should be done within 30 minutes of recovery whenever possible — or skipped entirely in favor of the
gutless method for backcountry animals.

Traditional Field Dressing
1. Position. Roll the animal onto its back, head slightly uphill if possible. Spread the hind legs.
2. Remove genitals or udder. Cut around them carefully and pull them away from the body.

3. Make the starting cut. Pinch skin just below the sternum, make a shallow cut, then insert two fingers and cut
between them down toward the pelvis. This avoids puncturing stomach or intestines.

4. Tie off the anus. Circle the anus with a deep cut to free it from surrounding tissue, then tie it with a zip tie or
paracord to prevent leakage.

5. Free the diaphragm. Reach into the chest cavity and cut the diaphragm along the ribs all the way around.
6. Cut the windpipe. Reach up into the chest and sever the windpipe and esophagus. On large animals, split
the brisket first.

7. Roll out the guts. Roll the animal onto its side and the entire organ package will roll out. Pull the tied-off anus
through from behind.

8. Save heart & liver. Both are excellent eating. Bag them and get them on ice as soon as possible.

9. Drain and wipe. Prop the cavity open with a stick to help it cool. Wipe blood pools with paper towels — avoid
water if you can.

The Gutless Method

For any animal that must be packed out on foot, the gutless method is faster, cleaner, and lighter. You never open
the body cavity, which means no gut contamination and much less pack-out weight. The body cavity stays closed for
the entire process.

1. Skin the top side. Lay the animal on its side. Skin the upward-facing side fully, from neck to tail, rolling the
hide back to expose clean meat.

2. Remove the front shoulder. The front leg has no bone attachment to the body — lift it up, cut under the
armpit through connective tissue, and it peels right off.

3. Remove the backstrap. Long muscle along the spine. One cut beside the spine, one cut along the rib tops,
and lift the whole strap off in one piece.

4. Remove the hindquarter. Cut down through the ball-and-socket hip joint. Work the knife around the socket,
cut ligaments, pop the joint free. The whole hindquarter lifts off.

5. Strip neck & rib meat. Neck meat comes off in long pieces. Rib meat and trim go into the grind pile.
6. Roll and repeat. Flip the animal and do the same on the other side.

7. Get the tenderloins. Reach inside through a small flank cut and retrieve the tenderloins — the two small
muscles along the spine forward of the hips.

m |IF YOU HIT THE GUT OR BLADDER

Don't panic — work quickly. Remove the contaminated organs, then trim generously around any visibly fouled
meat. Rinse the cavity with clean water only if you can dry it immediately afterward; wet meat spoils fast. Skip
aging for that animal — process and freeze instead.

Always follow local regulations and seek qualified instruction. ¢ For personal use only « Always prioritize safety



03 Cooling, Transport & Aging

Once the animal is gutted or quartered, the clock is really ticking. Bacteria double roughly every 20 minutes
above 40°F. Your job is to get meat below that threshold fast, keep it there, and — if conditions allow — age it
properly for flavor and tenderness.

Cooling Urgency by Temperature

Ambient Temp Required Action
Below 40°F (4°C) You have time. Animal can hang overnight outdoors if protected from scavengers.
40-50°F (4-10°C) Skin within a few hours, quarter, cool actively. Ice if available.
50-70°F (10-21°C) Quarter immediately. Get meat on ice within 2—4 hours.
Above 70°F (21°C) Critical. Bone out in the field, pack on ice, move fast.

Transport Tips
» Use a game cart or frame pack for heavy animals — dragging ruins meat and exhausts you.
« If you must drag, go with the hair (head first) to minimize hide damage.
* Never throw a whole deer or elk into a closed trunk on a warm day.

« In a truck bed, place the animal on its back with the cavity propped open, and cover lightly for dust — not for
insulation.

» On long drives, stuff the body cavity with bags of ice if meat will be warm more than a couple of hours.

Aging the Meat
Aging lets natural enzymes tenderize the meat over several days in controlled cold. The improvement in flavor and
texture is dramatic — the difference between tough and tender.
» Temperature: 34-38°F (1-3°C). Above 40°F, bacteria win. Below 32°F, enzymes shut down.
e Humidity: moderate — too dry and meat crusts; too wet and it molds.
* Air circulation: essential. Stale air breeds off-flavors.
e Duration: 5-14 days for deer, 10-21 days for elk, up to 3 weeks for moose.
Three Practical Aging Methods

e Hanging in a cool outbuilding. Works only if ambient temps stay 32—40°F day and night. Use a breathable
game bag; check daily.

« Refrigerator aging. Most practical. Quarter the animal, rest pieces on wire racks over drip pans in a large or
spare fridge. Age 5-10 days (deer), 7—14 days (elk).

« Cooler aging. Bone out the meat, place in a cooler with the drain open and tilted to drain meltwater
continuously. Separate meat from ice with a rack — meat must not sit in water. Add fresh ice daily.

m WHEN TO SKIP AGING

Don't age meat that was gut-shot, chased long in warm weather, or taken from a stressed animal. It will not

improve — it will just spoil faster. Process and freeze right away. Aging only benefits meat that started in good
condition.

Always follow local regulations and seek qualified instruction. ¢ For personal use only « Always prioritize safety



04 Butchering Cuts & Packaging

Big game anatomy is just like beef: each muscle separates from the next along a thin silver-skin seam. Follow
the seams with the tip of your knife and your fingers, and each quarter comes apart into clean,
professional-looking cuts.

The Hindquarter
The most premium meat on the animal. Separates into four major muscles along natural seams:

e Top round (inside round) — large lean muscle on the inner thigh. Roasts, jerky, cube steaks.

e Bottom round — outer back of the leg. Slightly tougher; good for slow roasts and stews.

« Sirloin tip (knuckle) — football-shaped muscle on the front of the leg. Tender — roasts or steaks.

* Rump — top of the hindquarter. Best as a whole roast.

* Shank — lower leg. Osso buco territory: braise low and slow.
Trim silver skin (the tough white membrane) from every piece. It never breaks down in cooking and makes meat
chewy.

Front Shoulder, Backstrap & Tenderloin

The front shoulder is tougher, best for slow cooking or grinding. Most hunters grind one shoulder and slow-roast
the other. The backstrap and tenderloin are the crown jewels — never grind them. Trim every shred of silver skin,
then portion into whole-roast sections, 1.5-2" medallions for pan-searing, or butterflied steaks for stuffing.

Packaging Methods

Method Freezer Life Notes
Vacuum sealed 2-3 years Best option. Sealer and bags pay back on one animal.
Butcher paper + plastic wrap 9-12 months Plastic tight first, then paper. Label the paper.
Freezer zip-top bags 6-9 months Squeeze all air out; double-bag for longer storage.

Submerge zip-top bag in water while zipping — nearly as good
as vacuum.

Water displacement 12-18 months
Label Every Package

 Cut type (“backstrap medallions”, “shoulder roast”, “1 Ib burger 85/15")

e Animal and year (“2026 mule deer”, “2026 bull elk”)

» Date packaged

« Weight, if tracking yield
Unlabeled packages become mystery meat by February. Use permanent marker directly on butcher paper, or
printed freezer labels on vacuum bags.

m GRINDING WILD GAME

Wild game is 1-3% fat, so straight venison burger is dry. Add 10-20% fat: beef suet (15%) gives clean flavor; pork
fatback (20%) adds richness for sausage; bacon ends (10-15%) add flavor and salt. Chill meat, fat, and grinder
parts to just above freezing before grinding — warm meat smears instead of cutting.

Always follow local regulations and seek qualified instruction. ¢ For personal use only « Always prioritize safety



05 Cooking Wild Game Well

Wild game cooks differently than beef. It's leaner, finer-grained, and develops off flavors when overcooked.
The two cardinal rules: don't overcook tender cuts, and do slow-cook tough ones.

Internal Temperatures

Doneness Temperature Best For
Rare 120-125°F Tenderloin, backstrap — the ideal window
Medium-rare 130-135°F All tender cuts — most common target
Medium 140-145°F Sirloin, rump roasts
Well done 160°F+ Ground meat (USDA minimum), sausage
Slow-braise 195-205°F Shoulder, shank, neck (collagen fully broken down)

Meat keeps cooking after it comes off the heat. Pull 5°F below your target and rest loosely tented for 5—-10 minutes
before slicing.

Cut-by-Cut Cooking Guide

Cut Best Methods
Tenderloin Quick-sear whole or as medallions. Pan, grill, cast iron. Pull at 125°F.
Backstrap Grill, pan-sear, or roast. Slice medallions or cook whole. Pull at 130°F.
Top round / Sirloin Roast whole, slice into steaks, or cube for kebabs and jerky.
Bottom round / Rump Slow roast with aromatics, or slice thin for stir-fry.
Shoulder Braise whole (8—10 hrs at 275°F) for pulled game, or grind it.
Shank Braise for osso buco-style dishes — 3+ hours until fork-tender.
Neck Slow roast or braise. Excellent for tacos, barbacoa, and stews.
Ground Burgers, meatballs, chili, bolognese, tacos. Brown hot and fast.

Both are delicious. Heart: slice across the grain, pan-sear quick. Liver: soak in milk 2 hrs,

Heart & Liver . .
then pan-sear with onions.

Six Rules for Great Wild Game
* Rest at room temperature for 30 minutes before searing — cold meat cooks unevenly.
e Pat dry before searing. Wet meat steams instead of browning.
« Use a hot pan and good fat. Butter with a splash of oil, beef tallow, or bacon drippings.
e Always rest after cooking for 510 minutes. Resist the urge to cut early.
« Slice across the grain. Thin slices perpendicular to the fibers dramatically improve tenderness.
« Don't fear bold flavors. Juniper, rosemary, sage, garlic, red wine, and bacon all pair beautifully.

m APPROXIMATE YIELDS

Expect roughly 55-65 Ibs of boneless meat from a 150-Ib whitetail, 65—75 Ibs from a mule deer, 230-280 Ibs from
a bull elk, and 400-500 Ibs from a moose. Yields vary with body condition, shot placement, and how carefully you
trim. Trim aggressively — bloodshot and fatty trim will haunt your freezer if you don't.

Always follow local regulations and seek qualified instruction. ¢ For personal use only « Always prioritize safety



