
How To Process A Deer

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Alicia & Brenden • The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single page. • Page 1

How To Process A Deer

How To Process A Deer: A Complete
Guide From Field to Freezer

For many hunters, the thrill  of a successful harvest is only the
beginning. Once the shot is made, the real work begins. Learning
how to process a deer properly ensures you make the most of your
prize, honoring the animal by using every possible cut of meat
while  saving  a  significant  amount  of  money  compared  to
professional  processing.  Whether  you  are  a  first-time  hunter  or
someone looking to take control of your harvest, understanding
the steps for processing a deer at home is a valuable skill that
transforms your hunt into a true farm-to-table experience.

Processing your own deer gives you complete control  over the
quality,  cleanliness,  and cut  style  of  your  venison.  You decide
which steaks are kept thick, how much fat is trimmed, and whether
you prefer roasts, burger meat, or specialty cuts like backstrap
medallions.  Beyond  the  financial  savings,  there  is  a  deep
satisfaction that comes with doing the work yourself. This guide
will walk you through every stage of how to process a deer, from
the moment you approach the downed animal to the final vacuum-
sealed package in your freezer.

Essential Tools and Preparation for
Processing Deer

Before you begin, having the right equipment makes the entire
process  safer,  cleaner,  and  more  efficient.  Preparing  your
workspace  and  tools  ahead  of  time  prevents  frustration  and
ensures food safety.  Here is  what you need to process a deer
properly.

Tools You Will Need

A sharp boning knife and a stiff skinning knife
A steel or sharpening stone to maintain blade edges
Game shears or a small bone saw for cutting through joints
A meat grinder for making burger meat and sausage
Vacuum sealer or high-quality freezer wrap
Cutting boards (preferably plastic for easier sanitation)
Clean buckets, tubs, or trays for organizing meat
Latex or nitrile gloves for hygiene
Paper towels and clean rags

Setting Up Your Workspace

Choose a clean, cool area that is out of direct sunlight and away
from insects. A garage, shed, or outdoor table works well if the
temperature is below 50 degrees Fahrenheit. If you process deer
indoors, ensure the area is easy to clean and sanitize. Lay down
plastic  sheeting  to  catch  blood  and  debris.  Having  a  hose  or
running  water  nearby  is  helpful  for  rinsing  meat  and  cleaning
surfaces. The key to safe venison processing is keeping everything
cold and clean from start to finish.

Field Dressing: The First Step in
Deer Processing

Field dressing is the process of removing the internal organs as
soon as possible after the kill.  This is the most critical  step in
preserving meat quality because body heat and digestive bacteria
can quickly spoil the meat. Learning how to process a deer begins
in the field, not the garage.

Start by positioning the deer on its back with the head slightly
uphill on a slope. Make a shallow incision through the hide and
abdominal wall,  starting at the pelvic bone and cutting upward
toward  the  rib  cage.  Use  your  fingers  to  lift  the  skin  and  muscle
away from the organs as you cut to avoid puncturing the stomach
or intestines. Once the abdominal cavity is open, reach inside and
carefully remove the digestive tract, heart, lungs, and liver. Be
sure to cut around the anus and remove the rectum as well. Rinse
the cavity with clean water if possible, then prop it open with a
clean stick to allow air circulation and cooling.

Many hunters also choose to remove the tenderloins while still in
the  field.  These  small  strips  of  meat  lie  along  the  inside  of  the
backbone and are best removed fresh. Field dressing quickly and
thoroughly is the foundation of high-quality venison. The faster the
body cools, the better the final meat will taste.

Skinning the Deer: Techniques for
Clean Meat

Once the deer is back at your processing station, the next step is
removing the hide. Skinning can be done with the deer hanging
from a gambrel or lying on a clean surface. Hanging is generally
easier because gravity helps pull the hide away from the meat.

Begin by cutting around the legs just above the knees and hocks.
Make a slit down the inside of each leg to the belly line. Carefully
peel the hide away from the muscle, using your knife to cut the
connective  tissue  that  attaches  the  skin  to  the  meat.  Pull
downward firmly but gently. For a clean job, keep the blade angled
slightly  away  from the  meat  to  avoid  cutting  into  the  muscle
tissue. The goal is to remove the entire hide in one piece without
leaving hair on the meat.

If you plan to tan the hide, take care to avoid cutting holes in it.
Otherwise, work efficiently to expose the carcass. Once the hide is
off, rinse the carcass with cold water to remove any hair or debris.
Pat  the  meat  dry  with  paper  towels  before  moving  on  to
butchering.

Breaking Down the Carcass:
Primary Cuts

Now the real butchery begins. Breaking down the deer into primal
sections makes it easier to handle and allows you to decide which
cuts you want to keep. This stage of processing a deer involves
separating the major muscle groups and sections of the carcass.

Removing the Front Quarters

Locate the shoulder joint where the leg meets the body. Using your
boning knife, cut through the muscle around the shoulder until you
expose the ball-and-socket joint. Twist the leg to pop the joint free,
then cut through any remaining tissue. Repeat on the other side.
The front  shoulders  contain  muscle  tissue that  is  excellent  for
roasts, stew meat, or grinding.

Removing the Hind Quarters

The hind legs are the largest  muscle  groups on the deer  and
provide  the  most  prized  cuts.  Cut  around  the  hip  joint,  again
working through the muscle until you expose the joint. Use your
knife  to  sever  the  ligaments  and  twist  the  leg  free.  The  hind
quarters yield top-round, bottom-round, sirloin, and rump roasts,



as well as excellent steaks.

Sections of the Backstrap and Tenderloin

The backstrap, also called the loin, runs along the top of the rib
cage on both sides of  the spine.  This  is  the most  tender  and
desirable meat on the deer. Starting at the neck end, run your
knife along the spine, cutting downward to separate the entire
strap in one piece. The tenderloins are smaller strips found inside
the body cavity along the backbone. Remove these carefully and
set them aside for special meals. These cuts are best cooked hot
and fast, not slow-braised.

Detailed Butchering: Turning
Primals Into Cuts

With the primal sections separated, the next step in learning how
to process  a  deer  is  breaking these pieces  down into  the specific
cuts you want. Take your time and work deliberately. Good knife
skills and patience yield better results.

Hind Quarter Cuts

Lay a hind quarter on your cutting board with the bone side up.
Identify the major muscle groups: the top round, bottom round,
sirloin, and knuckle. Separate these muscles by cutting along the
natural seams of connective tissue. Once separated, you can leave
them whole as roasts or slice them into steaks. For steaks, cut
across the grain at your desired thickness, usually about one inch.
Keeping the grain in mind is important for tenderness. Steaks from
the  hind  quarter  benefit  from  careful  trimming  of  silver  skin  and
excess fat, as venison fat can be strong-tasting.

Front Shoulder Cuts

The front shoulders contain more connective tissue and are best
suited for slow cooking or grinding. Separate the meat from the
bone  in  large  pieces.  Trim away  silverskin  and  any  bloody  or
bruised areas. These pieces can be cut into cubes for stew meat or
run through the grinder for burger. If you want a roast from the
shoulder, choose the larger muscle masses and leave them whole.
Shoulder roasts are ideal for braising.

Backstrap and Tenderloin Preparation

These premium cuts deserve special attention. Trim away the thin
membrane of silver skin from the backstrap, being careful to leave
the meat intact. Slice the backstrap into medallions about one to
two inches thick. Tenderloins are best left whole or cut into large
medallions. These cuts are the crown jewels of your venison and
should be packaged separately from grinding meat.

Grinding and Processing Ground
Venison

Not all  meat from a deer is suited for steaks and roasts.  Trim
scraps, neck meat, and any smaller pieces are perfect for grinding.
Ground venison is incredibly versatile and makes up the bulk of
most hunters' freezer stash. When learning how to process a deer,
understanding how to make quality burger meat is essential.

Adding Fat to Venison Burger

Venison is extremely lean, which means ground venison can be dry
and  crumbly  if  used  for  burgers  or  meatloaf.  Most  processors
recommend adding pork fat, beef suet, or bacon to the grind. A
common ratio is 80 percent venison to 20 percent fat, but you can
adjust based on your preference. Cube the fat and mix it with the
venison cubes before grinding. Run the mixture through a medium
or coarse grind plate, then mix by hand and run through a second
time if desired. Seasoning can be added at this stage if you plan to

make sausage.

Packaging Ground Venison

Portion your ground venison into one-pound packages for easy use.
Press  the  meat  flat  in  the  bag  to  remove  air  before  sealing.
Vacuum sealing is the best option for long-term freezer storage,
but  heavy-duty  freezer  wrap  also  works  if  you  are  careful  to
remove  air.  Label  each  package  with  the  date  and  cut  type.
Properly packaged ground venison will remain high quality for up
to a year in a deep freezer.

Aging and Storing Venison for Best
Quality

Many experienced hunters prefer to age venison before processing
it, as aging enhances tenderness and flavor. Wet aging is the most
practical method for home processors. After the deer is skinned
and cleaned, the carcass can be hung in a cooler at 34 to 38
degrees  Fahrenheit  for  seven  to  fourteen  days.  This  allows
enzymes to break down muscle tissue naturally, resulting in more
tender meat.

If you do not have a walk-in cooler, you can age the meat in a
refrigerator by breaking the carcass into smaller sections. Vacuum-
sealed primal cuts age beautifully in a refrigerator for up to two
weeks.  Always  check  meat  for  off  odors  or  sliminess  before
processing.  Proper  aging  is  a  hallmark  of  professional-quality
venison processing.

Once  all  your  cuts  are  prepared,  freeze  them  as  quickly  as
possible.  Lay  packages  flat  in  a  single  layer  in  the  freezer  until
frozen  solid,  then  stack  them  for  efficient  storage.  Maintain  a
freezer temperature of zero degrees Fahrenheit or colder. Avoid
thawing  and  refreezing  venison,  as  this  degrades  texture  and
flavor.

Safety Tips and Best Practices for
Processing Deer

Food safety is paramount when processing wild game. Venison is a
healthy, organic protein source, but it must be handled with care.
Here are essential safety reminders for anyone learning how to
process a deer.

Wear disposable gloves to avoid transferring bacteria from
your hands to the meat.
Keep all tools and surfaces sanitized throughout the process.
Work in a cool environment below 50 degrees Fahrenheit
whenever possible.
Trim away any bruised, bloody, or contaminated meat
immediately.
Do not use the same cutting board for raw venison and other
foods without thorough cleaning.
Chill meat rapidly and keep it cold until it is packaged and
frozen.
If you suspect the deer was sick or injured, consult a wildlife
expert before processing.

Trust your senses. Fresh venison has a clean, mild smell and a firm
texture.  If  something  seems  off,  discard  the  affected  meat.  It  is
better to waste a small portion than to risk foodborne illness. With
proper  technique  and  attention  to  hygiene,  home-processed
venison is safe and delicious.

Conclusion

Learning how to process a deer is a rewarding skill that connects
you more deeply to the hunt and the food on your table. While the
process  may  seem  intimidating  at  first,  breaking  it  down  into
manageable steps makes it accessible to anyone willing to learn.
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From field dressing and skinning to breaking down the carcass and
packaging  individual  cuts,  each  stage  offers  an  opportunity  to
refine  your  technique  and  produce  venison  that  rivals  anything
from  a  professional  processor.  The  time  and  effort  you  invest  in
processing your own deer pays dividends in quality, cost savings,

and personal satisfaction. With practice, you will develop a rhythm
and confidence that  makes processing a  deer  an anticipated part
of the hunting experience rather than a chore. Respect the animal,
work cleanly and deliberately, and enjoy the fruits


