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Disclaimer


The author and the publisher do not accept any responsibility in any manner whatsoever for any error or omission, or any loss, damage, injury, adverse outcome, or liability of any kind incurred as a result of the use of any of the information contained in this book, or reliance upon it. If in doubt about any aspect of the butchery of small game and birds, readers are advised to seek professional advice.


Please note that if you intend to sell meat that you have butchered to the general public, there are numerous regulations to be followed, and you should contact your local environmental health department for advice. However, for the smallholder or private individual wishing to butcher small game or birds there are no restrictions or legal obligations other than the fact that if you were to cause undue suffering to an animal or bird during slaughter you would, of course, be causing animal cruelty would be liable to prosecution.





Introduction


The skilful butchering of small game and birds is not a magical art reserved for a chosen few, but a craft that can be learnt by any individual willing to master the basic techniques involved. However, you must first answer a question of utmost importance: are you the sort of person who can carry out butchery tasks? The beginning of the butchering process is the killing of an animal; in many cases the killing will be carried out at close quarters, using your bare hands. Obviously this is not something that everybody can do and there is no shame in that. Therefore, the first tool that you require is the kind of detached nature that means you can kill a small, furry animal that you have reared yourself, such as a rabbit or a bird, which you may have become fond of.


We will look at this aspect in much more detail in Chapter 2; however, I have posed the question regarding your suitability for butchering tasks at this early stage so that you can think about it seriously before I start to introduce you to the nitty gritty of slaughtering small animals and birds. You also need to have a strong stomach that does not become queasy at the sight of blood or entrails, as it goes without saying that the butchering of small animals or birds will bring you face to face with both these bodily components.


Butchering is a very earthy, fundamental craft that, when skilfully performed, is very satisfying. However, a person who is squeamish will be hesitant which will, in turn, lead to a poorly performed butchery job, with the ruination of nutritious meat, meaning that an animal has died unnecessarily. So you see, the most important tool of all is, in fact, yourself: if you have the right frame of mind and a strong stomach, then all the skills you require to become a competent butcher of small game and birds can be learnt from the following pages. There is no need for a short course or for anybody to give you tuition; the skills required are very straightforward and it is perfectly possible for you to teach yourself.


I have taken an abundance of photos to help explain every single stage in fine detail, so there is a lot to read and much to look at, but if you study it closely you will soon become a very competent home butcher of small game and birds. I say home butcher because you can never hope to become a professional butcher; they are skilled men who undergo extensive training, followed by daily practice of their craft, so, although you will become a competent practitioner of the butchering craft, you will not quite match the standards of a professional. The work of the professional may be that bit finer than the work of the home butcher, but the home butcher can still produce a very fine carcase that is hygienic, well presented and cooks well, which is all that matters.




[image: image]


The amateur butcher can produce a very presentable carcase.
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Killing birds that you have reared yourself, that you may have become fond of, is not an undertaking to be entered into lightly.










chapter one


Tools of the Trade


KNIVES


Knives are the most important item of your butchery kit; other items may be dispensed with, their use simply making the job easier and the finished product finer, but the knife is essential – without it you simply cannot carry out the butchering of small game or birds. You can get away with just one knife if absolutely necessary, but it is far better to have a number, each one performing a specific task.


Price is not an indicator of a knife’s usability; I have owned some very cheap knives that performed their task admirably and owned expensive knives that were next to useless. The first requirement of a good knife is that it feels comfortable in the hand; we all have hands of different shapes and sizes and what fits well into the bear-sized fist of a large man, will not fit as comfortably in the more delicate hand of a small woman. For this reason it is best to buy your knives from a local outlet, rather than over the internet, as you need to test the knife for its feel, prior to purchase. Remember, if the cheaper knife feels more comfortable than the expensive one, go for the cheaper option, even if the more expensive knife has a finer quality blade. The cheaper blade will actually do a better job if the fit of the haft is the more comfortable, for the simple reason that you will be better able to control and manipulate the blade.


Much has been written about the material from which the haft of a knife is made; the selection includes: natural wood, horn and a whole range of plastics. The concern often raised over smooth handles, such as wood, is that when a hand becomes slippery (when bloody for example) it can slip down the haft into contact with the sharp blade. The hand can indeed slip on a smooth haft, but it should not happen: one of the basic rules of butchering is to keep the hands clean at all times, if they become bloody or greasy then you halt operations and wash them. A professional butcher when asked what was the secret of good butchery answered: ‘Clean hands’. Clean hands are better able to control the tools of the trade, whereas dirty, blooded and greasy hands will never be in full control of the implements.
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The points of the knife.





In the field, where it could be raining and muddy and where it is impossible to stay clean, a non-slip haft is of great value and could prevent a nasty accident; however, at the butcher’s bench, where proper standards of hygiene are being observed, non-slip hafts are not essential. Many amateur butchers like the feel of a wooden haft and, if that is your particular haft of choice, then select knives made of that material. My knives have rubber or resin hafts, simply because the most comfortable knives I have selected over the years happen to have rubber and resin hafts.


The next big question is, what kind of metal should the blade be made of, carbon steel, stainless steel or some other alloy? Personally, I always select stainless steel as I find it easy to sharpen; carbon steel may be the toughest blade material but it is also a devil to sharpen, at least in my experience. I would not touch a carbon steel blade, except perhaps in the field, in a survival setting where you may want to chop down branches with your knife, but at the butcher’s bench I would opt for stainless steel every time.


And so we come to the knives themselves, which can be divided neatly into two categories: those used in the field for the work involved in preparing small game for transportation from the field to the butcher’s bench, and those used at the bench for the actual butchering.


FIELD BUTCHERING KNIVES


With game birds there is no field dressing required, you simply pick the bird up by the neck and take it home to hang intact. Small game (that is, rabbits and hares) needs to be legged and paunched (both these processes are covered in Chapter 4; if you are not familiar with the terms skip forward and have a quick look at the processes so that you understand the following comments). Legging will occur very shortly after you have killed your quarry; the kind of blade you require to pierce the fairly tough skin between the sinew and tibia of the rabbit’s back leg, is one with a very pronounced point that is kept razor sharp. With the point I pierce the skin in the hind leg, at the top of the cavity between the tendon and tibia then, with the centre section of the blade, I make a downward slit. Due to the limited space in this cavity, the centre section of the knife needs to be fairly narrow. Though legging can be carried out with a folding knife, I prefer to use a small sheath knife.
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A selection of field butchering knives.
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The Buck Woodsman is an ideal model for legging.





The next process that will have to be carried out in the field is the paunching of the rabbit, which should occur when you get back to your car. This requires making a fine incision in the rabbit’s abdomen that is then enlarged, to allow the intestines to be removed. Because this generally takes place back at the vehicle, the intestines can be placed in a bucket and not thrown away on the farmer’s land, which is untidy and unprofessional. Some hunters bury the intestines, however this is a waste if you have ferrets or dogs that have been brought up on a natural diet, as both will happily eat the intestines, with the exception of the stomach. However, the stomach can be slit open and the contents (which are nothing more than digested vegetation) placed on your compost heap; the empty stomach can then be fed to the ferrets or dogs, who will now happily eat them.


The incision in the rabbit’s abdomen to facilitate paunching has to be precisely made, not going too deep or you will open the intestine with the tip of the knife and bring the stomach contents into contact with the meat; this is not an irreversible mistake, but it is something that you must try to avoid as, the cleaner the butchering, the better the end product. To make the precise incision required for paunching, the finer the blade and the sharper the point the better. I have found that the knife which best fits this description is a filleting knife, as used by fishermen, or a small skinning knife with a gutting hook, known as a caping knife, such as the one made by Buck for elk skinning.
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The Buck caping knife with gutting hook.
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A filleting knife is my favoured tool for opening a rabbit’s abdomen.





The caping knife has a very fine point, though not as fine as the point on a filleting knife. The point of the caping knife, however, is still well suited to making fine incisions and, once the incision is made, the blade can be flipped over and the gutting hook placed in the incision. By drawing the knife downwards, the hook then safely opens the abdomen. I say safely, because the back of the hook, which comes into contact with the intestine, is blunt ensuring that the intestines are not pierced; only the portion of the hook which comes into contact with the skin of the abdomen is sharp.


For the beginner the gutting hook provides the safest option. The caping knife is a skinning knife (that is what the term caping means) and, as with all skinning knives, the Buck caping knife has a wedge-shaped blade. This means that, from the cutting edge to the back of the knife, the blade thickens as with any wedge. The reason for the wedge shape is so that, when the knife is worked between the flesh and the skin of an animal, it forces the two apart – just like a wedge used to split a log in two – making for a very clean separation between the flesh and the pelt, which is most important if you intend to make use of the pelt.


If you decide to use a filleting knife for paunching, then you want the smallest filleting knife that you can find; the blade on mine is just 3¾in (9.5cm) in length, which is perfect. The filleting knife should be kept in the car and reserved solely for the purpose of opening the rabbit’s abdomen; use the fine delicate blade of a filleting knife for anything other than cutting into flesh and you will ruin it, by snapping off the all-important pointed blade tip.


The only other knife that is required in the field is a tough, folding pocket-knife to carry out any coarse jobs, so that you are not tempted to use your field butchering knives to do the work. Each knife has its own purpose and it should be kept strictly for that purpose alone. This point cannot be overstressed and is one of the golden rules relating to knife care. The other main rule is to keep the blade sharp at all times: a blunt knife is a useless tool.
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My general purpose field knife, with non-slip haft in bright orange so that it does not get lost in long grass or other vegetation.





KNIVES FOR BUTCHERING


When butchering plucked birds there is very little need for a knife, with just two incisions being required: the first along the underside of the neck to give access to the base of the neck bone so that it can be removed; the second incision being in the vent to allow for the removal of the entrails. Both of these incisions have to be precise, especially the one in the vent, so a small, fine blade is required that is supremely sharp and which offers a fine, easy to manoeuvre point. Both the filleting and the caping knife fit that description and make excellent knives for the butchering of poultry and game birds.


Believe it or not, birds can also be skinned, just like rabbits, a technique that used to be quite common in America but is rarely seen in this country. Skinning a bird can be done in a fraction of the time that it takes to pluck it, so it is a technique well worth learning, especially in these health-conscious times when so many cooks remove the skin of a bird to reduce the fat content. To skin a bird you need a good, broad-bladed skinning knife, with a blade width from cutting edge to back of 1in (2.5cm) and a blade length of 3in (7.5cm).
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A broad-bladed skinning knife, like this Scandinavian knife from Casstrom, covers more ground with each stroke than a thinner blade. Broader blades also have a thicker wedge, so they are more effective at separating the pelt from the flesh.





With the butchering of a rabbit, hare or squirrel there are two distinct tasks to be carried out at the butcher’s bench: the first being the skinning of the animal; the second is the actual jointing of the carcase. For skinning you require a knife specifically designed for the task, which, as previously mentioned, will have a wedge-shaped blade to separate the skin from the flesh; despite what some people believe, the blade of the skinning knife should be nice and sharp, so as to cut through the connective tissue joining the skin to the flesh.


Some hunters say that the skinning knife should be blunt, so that you do not cut through the skin, however, this makes the job more difficult and requires the use of more force to complete the task; this in itself is more likely to cause a slip that pierces the valuable pelt. A nice sharp blade will glide smoothly between the flesh and the skin, requiring minimal pressure; if you do not rush the movement, a sharp knife is much less likely to pierce the pelt than a blunt one. The caping knife with its 3½in (9cm) blade length and 1in (2.5cm) blade width is an ideal beginner’s skinning knife for small game. As your skill increases, you can progress to a skinning knife with a thicker blade, up to 2in (5cm) in width, which will cover more ground with every stroke than can be covered by the thinner blade. However, it does take more skill to handle the bigger blade which, if allowed to run out of control, will severely nick the pelt, so a broader blade may best be left until you have developed your technique.


The same knife used to skin the rabbit can also be used to joint the carcase – that means to separate it into portions – but do not use it to cut through the bone of the neck, back or legs as you will end up tacking great nicks out of the blade, which will radically reduce its ability to dress the carcase in a presentable fashion. To cut through bone use a cheap, heavy, large-bladed knife or, better still, buy a smaller cleaver, which is the perfect tool for the job.
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A cleaver is the preferred implement for cutting through bone.





There are very few knives required at the butcher’s bench; having lots of knives will not make you any better at the butchering of animals and birds and, in fact, the more blades you use, the more complex you make the procedure and the more edges you have to keep razor sharp. What you want as a non-professional is a quick and simple process, so keep your knives to a minimum. The key to a knife’s success as a butchering tool lies entirely with the sharpness of the edge: blunt, moderately sharp, or even very sharp are not sufficient; the knife used for butchering must have a finely dressed edge that is razor sharp. I have found that most hunters and smallholders do not know how to bring a knife up to such a high level of sharpness, so we will look at the subject for a moment: it is not complicated but there is a knack to it that can be acquired with a bit of perseverance.


Sharpening the Edge of a Blade


The first thing that you need in order to sharpen a blade is a sharpening stone. This can be acquired from any hardware store and does not have to be expensive; in fact the one I use was bought in a pound shop over fifteen years ago and still offers good service today. A sharpening stone has a rough side and a smooth side. The rough side is used when a knife has become blunt and out of shape, the coarse stone removes significant amounts of metal to redress the blade. In all honesty, you should not require the use of this side of the stone, because you should never allow your blades to become blunt: a blunt knife is the product of neglect or ignorance. The smooth side of the stone is used to bring up the sharpness of the edge, removing far less metal than is removed by the rough side.
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A coarse sharpening stone and two fine sharpening stones.





Some stones can be used dry, while others should have water or oil applied to the stone during use. I prefer an oilstone, which reduces the level of friction when the knife is being sharpened and leaves a smoother finish than a dry stone. There are special honing oils for oilstones but any light oil, such as three-in-one, will serve just as well. If a blade has been really badly abused, or the point has snapped off, then the edge or point can be redeemed by the use of a grind wheel. However, this is best left to somebody who has experience of grind wheels as they can be very aggressive and the knife can be ground down to the size of a toothpick before you realize what has happened.


A small hand-held grinding tool, such as those used by modellers, which takes mini carbide wheels, can also be used to recover an abused blade edge or broken point; they are much less aggressive than a bench grinder and, therefore, much more controllable. The use of a grind wheel may, occasionally, be required for your field knives, but your butchering knives should never get into such a poor condition, as their edge should be kept in a constant state of sharpness.
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A small and inexpensive grinding tool.
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A mini carbide wheel.











	1.


	To sharpen your knife, your stone should first be secured to the top of a workbench. Though your knives should never be allowed to become blunt, we will look at the sharpening of a blunt knife, so that you have the necessary knowledge to restore a completely blunt knife with rust on the blade. This knowledge will enable you to purchase second-hand knives and bring them back into service. Second-hand knives are well worth looking at, especially old ones, which can have extremely fine blades and can be purchased very cheaply. Begin by holding the knife by the haft and resting it on the edge of your workbench; then, using a small hand-held grinding tool set at low speed and fitted with a carbide wheel, grind along one side of the blade with the carbide wheel at a 20-degree angle to the edge.
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In order to be used safely, a sharpening stone should be secured to the top of a workbench or held in some kind of vice.









	2.


	If the blade is severely blunt, then several passes the full length of the edge with the carbide wheel may be necessary. The carbide wheel can also be used to restore the point of a blade that has been snapped off, simply by carefully reshaping the blade. The metal that makes up the blade has been hardened by heat treatment and will hold an edge so, if necessary, you can grind back quite deeply into the width of the blade to reshape it and restore the point.
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A rusty blade with a broken tip like this, can be quickly and easily restored by the light use of a carbide wheel.









	3.


	Using a light touch, a carbide wheel can also be used to remove rust from the surface of a blade. Rust is the result of the knife being stored in damp conditions or blood, which is very corrosive, being left on the blade.







	4.


	Moving onto the oilstone, lay the blade onto the coarse side of the stone, with the edge resting against the stone and the blade angled at 20 degrees: the angle is very important, too steep and you will blunt the knife edge, too shallow and you will not remove sufficient metal to redress the edge. The widest part of the blade should be covering the stone and the blade should be straight across the stone, not tilted.







	5.


	Now draw the blade down and across the stone, maintaining the angle and keeping the blade straight. Do not force the blade against the stone, but allow it to move lightly across the surface. Once the point has moved across the stone, return to the starting point and repeat the process. The process should be repeated about ten times. Then begin at the other end of the stone, with the other side of the blade in contact with the stone and draw ten strokes up the stone in the same way as before.







	6.


	It is important that both sides of the blade receive the same number of strokes, as the symmetry of the edge has a direct correlation to its level of sharpness; if one side receives ten strokes and the other twelve, the edge will not be uniform. Working the blade on the coarse side of the stone takes out any deformities in the blade not removed by the carbide wheel and puts it back into the correct shape and symmetry to receive a sharp edge. The purpose of the coarse side of the stone is not to sharpen the edge, that is the role of the smooth side.







	7.


	Now that the blade is the correct shape, place it against the smooth side of the stone (in exactly the same way as you did on the coarse side of the stone) and give it ten strokes down the stone and then ten strokes up. The knife edge will now be sharp: at this point many hunters and smallholders bring the sharpening operation to a halt; however, a sharp knife is simply not good enough for butchering tasks, whether in the field or at the butcher’s bench, so the blade has to be made razor sharp and this is done using an implement called a sharpening steel.







	8.


	A sharpening steel, unlike the sharpening stone, removes almost no metal from the edge; the purpose of the steel is to straighten the edge, which takes the sharp knife to a whole new level of razor sharpness. if you have never used a sharpening steel before, you will be amazed at the difference it can make to the level of edge sharpness. No professional butcher would ever consider using a blade that had not first been stroked across a steel and the amateur butcher should make the steel an essential part of their butchery kit.







	9.


	To use a steel: hold the handle in one hand, then place the blade against the steel, just below the handle, in exactly the same way that you placed the blade against the stone, with the blade at the all-important 20-degree angle. Now, draw the blade slowly and lightly down and across the steel, until the point comes away from the steel. Next, place the opposite side of the blade in the same position, in contact with the bottom of the steel and draw up and across the steel until the point comes away from the steel. Repeat the process about ten times for both sides of the blade.
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