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The first edition of this book was published more than 20 years ago and has been in print ever since. Clearly, the book has legs—and I can only hope that the additional material in this edition will give it a second wind.


—A. D. Livingston
 February 1, 2012
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The word venison usually refers to the edible flesh of deer and similar animals, such as elk, moose, and caribou. Although most of the recipes in this book can be used with any good venison, the white-tailed deer predominates the text simply because it is by far the most plentiful and popular big-game animal in North America. It’s also one of the best for eating.


I may have stuck my neck out concerning the organization of this book. It would have been safer, from a writer’s viewpoint, to start at the beginning and go through the rather gory details of field dressing, butchering, and so on in chapter 1. I feel, however, that many modern hunters haul their deer to a local meat processor for butchering and would therefore tend to skip over some of the material. Also, many people buy ranch-raised or market venison of one sort or another and would have no use for a section on butchery. For these reasons I have put some of this material in an appendix called “Ten Steps Toward Better Venison.”


Nevertheless, I must emphasize that any chef worth his salt ought to be familiar with the various cuts of venison and should be able to tell the meat processor what he wants and how he wants it. I might add that my conclusions regarding how a deer or other animal should be reduced to usable parts and cooked are vastly different from—and may be at odds with—the accepted practices and recommendations in other books. For example, many recipes in other books call for “larding” the meat with a “larding needle.” Well, who has a larding needle these days? Where can you buy one? Even if you find one, do you want to lace your lean venison with strips of beef suet or hog fat?


Another example: Most meat processors will add a considerable amount of beef suet or pork fat to ground venison, calling the results “gameburger.” Further, many hunters who process their own meat will add beef suet or pork fat simply because many books and magazine articles tell them to do so. In some cases, the fat isn’t needed. In other cases, the fat keeps the ground meat from being too dry. My recommendations on these matters are set forth at the beginning of the chapters on ground venison, stew meat, venison cutlets, and so on. Later in the chapters, I get down to recipes.


I must add here that success with venison at the table depends very much on how the animal was killed and handled in the field, no matter who performs the butchering or cooking. I am almost tempted to add a disclaimer here, saying that if the animal isn’t cleanly killed and promptly field-dressed, then I guarantee nothing. I won’t preach about this, but I always start hemming and hawing whenever a hunter offers me a deer or meat from a deer that has been chased all over the country by dogs before the kill—and I become even more evasive, and look for the door, when he asks me to cook it for him. To be perfectly honest, a deer that hasn’t been properly handled isn’t fit to eat, and there is nothing the chef can do to help it. Marinades can’t work magic. The same is true about a sheep or a hog that has been riled up before slaughter. On the other hand, a deer that has been cleanly killed, promptly field-dressed, and duly hung can make some wonderful eating if the cook knows his stuff. But it all begins with the hunter—and don’t ever forget it.


—A. D. Livingston
 November 1, 1992
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VENISON STEAKS, CUTLETS, AND CHOPS


The steaks, cutlets, and chops from deer, elk, moose, and other large animals can be compared to familiar cuts of beef and pork. Although the size of the cuts will depend on the size of the animal, such a comparison helps frame a better image of what’s what. Always, the best meat—or at least the tenderest—grows along the back, from the neck to the rump. The reason, of course, is that the muscles in the back simply aren’t used as much as those in the legs.


The first half of the backbone (the rib section) contains two small but very good strips of meat along the top. This is the same piece of beef that is so popular these days as rib eye steaks. With a meat saw, this section can be cut into chops that contain part of a rib, as in lamb chops. Such chops are certainly feasible cuts for anyone lucky enough to have an elk or moose, but in deer, the chops are quite small. If you butcher your own meat without an electric meat saw, I think it is best to cut out the “eye” and treat it like a tenderloin strip. The rib section of these chops can then be included in the rack of ribs, and the backbone proper can be used in soup.


The loin section, or saddle, refers to the backbone and the attached muscle between the ribs and the rump. It includes loins and the tenderloins. The tenderloins run underneath the backbone, one on either side. These are exposed when the animal is field-dressed and should be removed at that time. Leaving them in the animal causes them to dry out and become hard on the outside. Because they can be removed without skinning and butchering the animal, they are popular in deer camp cookery. The tenderloins can be cooked in various ways and are discussed elsewhere in this book as well as in this chapter. For an ordinary whitetail, the tenderloins are small and often butterflied—cut crossways into segments, with each segment then being cut almost in two and folded out. This produces a butterfly-shaped piece of meat. Wrap these pieces in bacon and you have the venison equivalent of filet mignon.


After the animal is skinned, the loins can be cut out from the side of the backbone. These choice muscles are larger than the tenderloins and not quite as tender. The loins can be cut into steaks or chops, and they can be butter-flied. They can also be cooked whole as a roast. Sometimes, this piece of meat is cut out with the belly flank meat attached, then rolled and tied as a roast.


Also, the saddle can be left whole and cooked as a roast, or it can be cut with a meat saw into steaks. The backbone can be cut in half lengthwise with a meat saw; then the two halves can be cut into T-bone steaks, similar to those from beef. If the tenderloin is removed in field dressing, then the T-bone will be reduced to a bone-in New York strip steak. Often, the saddle is left whole and sliced crossways into steaks, which are nothing more than two T-bones joined together.


It seems obvious to me that anyone who does his own butchering without an electric meat saw (which can cut the steaks to exact and uniform thicknesses) should consider going for the loins and tenderloins. These cuts contain most of the loin meat and can be removed with a good pocketknife. (What’s left of the backbone can be used to great advantage in soups and stews.) Both the loins and the tenderloins, basically cigar-shaped, can be wrapped and frozen whole. Then they may be sliced as needed, or they can be left whole in case you want to cook them that way. Whole pieces keep better and very cold or partly frozen meat is much easier to slice uniformly.


The cuts discussed above are the tenderest meat on the deer or any other animal that runs a lot. Steaks can also be cut from the legs, and round steak of venison is almost exactly like that of beef. Of course, there are variations in size, but all of these steaks can be cooked pretty much alike no matter whether they are from whitetail, mule deer, elk, moose, or caribou. The thickness is what matters most during cooking and, with such large steaks, it is almost necessary to have a good electric meat saw to make uniform cuts. Whether you or a processor slices the meat, you should decide how thick you want it. Steaks to be cooked in a skillet should be about ½-inch thick, and steaks to be grilled or broiled should be an inch or more thick. But there are exceptions, and it’s difficult to cook a variety of recipes with meat that has been cut to same thickness. That’s reason enough for leaving your pieces whole until you are ready to cook.


I suggest that the hunter (or anyone fortunate enough to have good venison) should abandon the round steak concept. Instead, divide the hind legs into oblong pieces. This is easy if you follow the natural division of the muscles, each connected with tough membrane or tissue. Then each segment can be cooked whole as a small roast or sliced into cutlets or chops. These end up looking very much like loin or tenderloin cuts, but they are tougher. Before cooking these cuts, consider marinating or using a commercial tenderizer, or pounding the pieces with a meat mallet or the edge of a plate.


So there you have it, the best ways to reduce a deer to choice cuts of meat at home or at the meat processing plant. It is possible to get “steaks” from flank or shoulder meat, but these are, in my opinion, best used as stew meat or in shoulder roasts.


SLOW-AND-EASY RECIPES


These recipes are ideal for small steaks, chops, and cutlets of venison. All of them require slow, moist cooking in a skillet or other container, a method that I consider to be the best—or at least most foolproof—way to handle venison. Some other steak specialties, such as blackened venison or grilled steaks, are discussed in other chapters.


GULF COAST SPANISH VENISON


In addition to the French and Cajuns, the Spanish had a great influence on the cooking along the Gulf Coast from Tampa to Mexico. This recipe is of Spanish origin, and I adapted it from a little cookbook published by Meme’s Restaurant at Bon Secour, Alabama, a remote fishing village across the bay from Mobile.




2 pounds good venison steak or chops


lard or cooking oil


2 medium onions, chopped


2 cloves garlic, minced


2 large green bell peppers, chopped


2 cups chopped tomatoes


2 cups hot water


salt and pepper




If the venison is very tough, beat it with a meat mallet or the edge of a plate. Serving-size pieces of steak are easier to use than single rounds of leg. Heat a little lard or cooking oil in a heavy skillet and brown the steaks. (Lard, being hog fat, is frowned upon by modern health experts, but it sure does make a tasty dish. Vegetable oil will also work well and is usually recommended these days. I never measure the lard by volume, and the amount needed will depend partly on the diameter of the skillet. I like it about ⅛-inch deep.) When using a small skillet, you’ll have to brown the steak in two or more batches. As soon as each batch browns slightly on both sides, set it aside to drain on several layers of paper toweling or, better, on a brown grocery bag. After browning all the pieces of steak, sauté the onion, garlic, and peppers until the onions are transparent. Add the chopped tomatoes. It’s best to have fresh tomatoes that have ripened on the vine. If these aren’t available, use a 16-ounce can of whole tomatoes, chopped. Next, put the steak into the skillet and add the water. (If you have canned tomatoes, use all the juice from the can and add enough water to make 2 cups of liquid.) Add salt and pepper to taste. Bring the mixture to a boil, reduce the heat, cover tightly, and simmer for an hour. Move the venison about from time to time, making sure that the bottom pieces don’t burn. Also taste for seasoning, adding a little salt and pepper if needed. I like quite a bit of black pepper on mine, but suit yourself. Serve with rice, bread, and a green salad. I always allow at least ½ pound of meat per person. This recipe is easy to adjust; for each pound of steak, merely add one more chopped onion, one chopped clove of garlic, one chopped green pepper, one chopped tomato, and 1 cup of water. If you’re cooking quite a bit of meat, it’s best to simmer this dish in a stovetop Dutch oven instead of in a skillet.


LOIN CUTLETS WITH WATERCRESS


Watercress grows wild in suitable cool-water streams over much of the United States and is available to most outdoorsmen. This unusual recipe was adapted from Gourmet Cooking for Free by Bradford Angier. He calls the meat “back steaks,” which means that they are cut from the long strip of meat that runs atop either side of the backbone. These pieces require no tenderizing, especially if they are cut thick and served rare. Angier didn’t say whether the steaks are cooked with the aid of oil or grease, so I assume he uses the dry-skillet method. I like to use a cast-iron skillet, sprinkled with a little salt, which helps season the sauce.




1 cup dry sherry


1 medium onion, finely chopped


½ cup watercress, chopped


½ teaspoon powdered mustard seeds


2 pounds loin cutlets, cut 2 inches thick


salt and pepper




In a small saucepan, mix and heat the sherry, onion, watercress, and mustard. Keep warm. Heat a cast-iron skillet and cook the cutlets over high heat for 2 minutes on one side. Turn and cook for 2 minutes on the other side. Turn the cutlets again and slowly pour in the wine sauce. Cook on high heat for several minutes. (Angier says 2 minutes, but I prefer 4 or 5. In any case, the steaks should be served rare or medium-rare.) Serve the steaks on heated plates and pour the watercress sauce over them. The meat should be eaten immediately; Angier says that hot peas and boiled potatoes “will make an adventure of this.”


VENISON CUTLETS WITH CURRANT SAUCE


Red currant jelly is frequently used in game cookery, and this recipe uses it in a pan sauce. It’s easy and good.




2 pounds thin venison cutlets


red wine vinegar


salt and pepper


flour


½ cup cooking oil


¼ cup red currant jelly




I like to make this dish from the loin, merely slicing off ¼-inch pieces. If similar cuts are made from leg meat, use a commercial meat tenderizer, following the directions on the box, or pound the pieces with a meat mallet. Put the cutlets in a glass container and sprinkle them with red wine vinegar. Marinate at room temperature for an hour or so. When you are ready to cook, salt and pepper the cutlets on both sides. Put a cup or so of flour into a bag, add the cutlets, and shake. Do not pat the cutlets dry before shaking them in the flour; the idea is to get a rather thick coating on the meat, so that some of it will come off in the pan and contribute to the gravy.


Heat the oil. Fry the steaks for 2 or 3 minutes, turning once. Do not overcook. Medium-rare is best. Take up the steaks and put them onto a heated serving platter. Using a wooden spoon, quickly scrape up any flour that has stuck to the bottom of the pan. Stir with the wooden spoon in one hand and sprinkle in a little flour with the other hand. Stir in a little water and the red currant jelly. Simmer and stir until the gravy is as thick as you like it. Add a little salt and pepper if needed. Pour the gravy over the cutlets and serve.


VENISON STEAKS WITH WINE SAUCE


Here’s a recipe that is bound to be a hit if you’ve got tender venison to start with. Use loin or tenderloin cuts, or tenderize leg steaks. Cut the steaks ½-inch thick.




2 pounds tender venison steaks


½ cup butter


salt and pepper to taste


½ cup sliced mushrooms


1 tablespoon onion, minced


½ cup dry red wine


¼ cup fresh parsley, minced


2 tablespoons red currant or tart plum jelly




Melt the butter in a skillet and fry the steaks for 3 minutes on each side. Drain the steaks on a heated platter and sprinkle with salt and freshly ground black pepper. Sauté the mushrooms and onions for a few minutes. Add the wine, parsley, and jelly. Heat for a few minutes, then pour the sauce over the steaks. Serve hot.


EASY VENISON CHOPS


This recipe can be cooked with venison rib chops, or with steaks or cutlets from the loin or tenderloin. If round steaks or cutlets from the leg muscles are used, tenderize them first. The measures call for 2 pounds, which should feed four hungry people. If you are using bone-in chops, consider adding a few more. I usually prepare this dish in a large skillet, but it can also be made in a Dutch oven, provided that the meat is browned in batches.




2 pounds venison chops or cutlets


salt and pepper to taste


flour


cooking oil


1 can mushroom soup (10¾-ounce size)


1 soup can of water




Salt and pepper the chops, then shake them in a sack of flour. Heat a little cooking oil in a large skillet or stove-top Dutch oven and brown the chops on both sides. (Brown in two or more batches if necessary.) Mix the soup and a can of water, then pour the liquid into the skillet or Dutch oven. Bring to a boil, reduce the heat, cover tightly, and simmer for an hour, or until the meat is fork tender. Turn the chops after about 30 minutes so that the bottom pieces are rotated, and add a little salt and pepper to the gravy. The gravy should be served over rice or mashed potatoes, along with green beans, hot bread, and a colorful salad.


This makes a good camp dish because the ingredients are easy to pack in and handle without breaking the jar or spilling the box.


CUTLETS AND YOGURT


I usually prepare this dish when my good wife goes on her yogurt diet and we’ve got a ready supply of the stuff in the refrigerator. Sometimes I use a marinade, also made with yogurt, and sometimes I don’t, depending on the cut of meat. When using tenderloin, cut it into 2-inch wheels, then butterfly it, giving a “cutlet” about an inch thick, and skip the marinade. When making cutlets from a leg muscle, cut them about an inch thick and marinate them for several hours in a mixture of 1 cup of yogurt, juice from one medium onion, and pepper. (This marinade is enough for 2 pounds of venison.) Mix the marinade in a nonmetallic container and toss the cutlets in it, coating all sides. Marinate in the refrigerator for several hours. When you are ready to cook, proceed with the recipe.




2 pounds venison cutlets


flour


¼ to ½ cup cooking oil


1 cup water


½ cup yogurt


1 tablespoon Worcestershire sauce


1 teaspoon celery salt


½ teaspoon black pepper




Put the flour into a bag and shake the cutlets in it. If the meat is tough, tenderize it with a meat mallet or by pounding it in a crisscross manner with the edge of a plate. Heat the oil in a skillet and brown the cutlets. Remove them and stir in 1 cup of water. Return the cutlets to the skillet, fitting them in neatly. Mix the yogurt, Worcestershire sauce, celery salt, and black pepper in a bowl, then pour the mixture over the cutlets. Bring to a high heat but not to a boil. Reduce heat, cover tightly, and simmer for an hour, or until the cutlets are tender. Check from time to time, add a little water if needed, and stir to prevent the bottom from burning. Serve with steamed rice, bread, and vegetables. Spoon the pan gravy over the cutlets and rice.


VENISON CUTLETS FOR TWO, SNUGGLED


I like to snuggle two rib eyes or loin cutlets, side by side, in an 8- or 10-inch cast-iron skillet when I cook for my ladylove. Some more elaborate recipes for skillet steaks (such as Steak Diane) call for flaming cognac, but I usually dismiss this step as a showoff. Besides, I have better plans for the cognac. Note that you can butterfly the loin cutlets if you need larger pieces to snuggle rather tightly in the skillet. Even butterflied tenderloin cutlets will work, perhaps wrapped with a thin slice of bacon.




2 venison loin cutlets, 2 inches thick


cracked black pepper and sea salt


peanut oil or lard


red wine


cognac




Sprinkle cracked black pepper onto each side of the cutlets, pressing it in with your fingers or palm. Beat the cutlets with the neck end of a bottle, making little circles in the meat. Add more pepper and some salt, then beat again to tenderize. Set aside for 30 minutes or so. When you are ready to cook, heat a small well-seasoned cast-iron skillet on medium high heat. Add a little peanut oil or lard to the skillet and swirl it to slick the bottom and sides. When it’s hot enough to spit back at you, put the cutlets in, snuggled side by side. Cook for 5 minutes, until the cutlets are nicely browned on the bottom. Turn and cook for 4 minutes. Sprinkle the cutlets with sea salt and place them on warm plates or serving platters. Quickly pour a little red wine into the skillet and turn the heat up to high. Swirl the wine and, using a wooden spoon, stir up the little brown bits that may have stuck to the bottom. Reduce the pan liquid by half. Pour it over the cutlets and serve at once with new potatoes, a big green salad, chewy bread, and red wine. For dessert, serve coffee and vanilla ice cream topped with a little Kahlúa or Tia Maria. After dessert, retire to the fireside, snuggle up, and sniff and sip the cognac.


DUTCH OVEN STEAK


I like to cook this dish all day on very low heat using a cast-iron stove-top Dutch oven with a tight lid. I got the recipe from a booklet called Wild Game Recipes, published by the North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission, to which it was submitted by Mamie Rivenbark.




3 pounds venison steaks or cutlets


cooking oil


1 large onion


1 large green pepper


flour


2 cans cream of mushroom soup (10¾-ounce size)


2 soup cans water


salt and pepper to taste




Heat 4 tablespoons of cooking oil in the Dutch oven and brown the steaks. Remove them and sauté the onion and green pepper for a few minutes. Add 2 tablespoons of flour and stir while cooking for five minutes or so. Stir in the soup and water, plus a little salt and pepper. Reduce heat, cover tightly, and simmer all day on very low heat. Serve with mashed potatoes and steamed vegetables.


EASY OVEN CUTLETS


Here’s an easy oven dish that is good enough to make deerslayers of your guests.




2 pounds venison cutlets (½-inch thick)
 

1 medium onion, sliced
 

1 can cream of mushroom soup (10¾-ounce size)


½ cup dry red wine


salt and pepper




Preheat the oven to 325 degrees. Grease a ceramic or glass casserole dish suitable for serving on the table. Put the cutlets on the bottom. Add the sliced onions. Spread the soup over the top, then add wine, salt, and pepper. Cover tightly with aluminum foil and bake for 2½ hours. Allow ½ pound of meat per person.


If you love garlic, try adding about 16 whole peeled cloves along with the onions.


VENISON, MUSHROOMS, AND RED WINE


I like this recipe prepared with thinly sliced loin, but cutlets from the leg muscle segments also work nicely. If the meat is tough, pound it first with a meat mallet or the edge of a plate.




2 pounds venison cutlets, ½-inch thick


½ cup olive oil


salt and pepper to taste


flour


2 pounds fresh mushrooms


2 cloves garlic, minced


1 cup dry red wine


1 can tomato paste (6-ounce size)




Heat the olive oil in a large skillet (or Dutch oven). Salt and pepper the cutlets and dredge in flour. Brown the meat, then drain it on a brown grocery bag. Sauté the mushrooms and garlic for a few minutes. Put the meat back into the skillet. Mix the wine and tomato paste, then stir the mixture into the meat and mushrooms. Cover tightly and simmer for 30 minutes, stirring and turning from time to time. Feeds four to six. Serve along with French-cut beans, mashed potatoes, and other vegetables. I like this with frozen mixed vegetables, especially the San Francisco and California blends.


CUTLETS WITH ANJOU PEARS


I found this basic recipe in a little book called Game Cookery, written by E. N. and Edith Sturdivant in 1967.




venison cutlets for two


1 Anjou pear


salt and pepper to taste


1 tablespoon cooking oil


thin slices of lemon


thin slices of onion


¾ cup dark brown sugar


¾ cup water


¼ cup soy sauce


½ teaspoon grated ginger




Allow at least ½ pound of venison per person. Loin (or butterflied tenderloin) works well, and should be about an inch thick. Peel the pear, cut it in half lengthwise, and core it. Salt and pepper the venison. Heat the oil and brown the venison lightly. Place a slice of lemon and a slice of onion atop each piece of meat. Fit the pear halves into the skillet on either side of the meat. Combine all the other ingredients and pour the mixture over the venison and pears. Cover tightly and simmer for 15 minutes. Turn the pears and simmer for another 15 minutes, basting the meat with pan juices from time to time. Serve with rice, green salad, and bread. The Sturdivants recommend peach cobbler with cream for dessert.


TRADITIONAL AND CLASSIC STEAK RECIPES


Many of our old recipes for meat came from game cookery, and such techniques as grilling kabobs have been practiced for thousands of years. Others were developed after domesticated animals became common. In any case, the suggestions below are old favorites from Europe and North America.


VENISON STEAK DIANE


This romantic dish is usually prepared one serving at a time. It can be made at the table with an electric skillet, or on the patio with one of the new burners that fit onto the side of gas grills. When making it with venison, I like to use butterflied loin or tenderloin steaks if I’ve got them, allowing about ½ pound per person. In any case, the steaks should be tender.




venison steaks, boneless, for one


salt and pepper to taste


2 tablespoons butter


1 tablespoon brandy


1 tablespoon chopped shallots (or small onions)


1 teaspoon chopped chives


2 tablespoons dry sherry




Cut the steak exactly ½-inch thick and then pound it down with a meat mallet until it is ¼-inch thick. While pounding, turn the steak from time to time and sprinkle with salt and pepper. It’s best to use freshly ground pepper. Heat the skillet and melt the butter. Cook the steak for about 2 minutes. Turn and cook the other side. Pour a tablespoon of brandy over the steak and set it afire with a match. When it burns out, remove the steak to a warm serving plate. Add the shallots and chives to the pan and stir. Add the sherry and simmer for 2 or 3 minutes, stirring continuously. Pour the pan juices over the steak. Serve immediately.


VENISON STROGANOFF


Named for a nineteenth-century Russian count, this wonderful dish, usually made with tenderloin of beef, is characterized by fork-tender meat, mushrooms, sour cream, and noodles. (Homemade green noodles, containing spinach, are best, but store-bought egg noodles are satisfactory.) Careful chefs will cut the tenderloin about ¼-inch thick and then pound it down with the smooth side of a meat mallet until it is about ⅛-inch thick. The pounding tenderizes the meat, but tenderloin of venison for the recipe below can be partly frozen and sliced thinly. If you don’t have tenderloin, loin or any other good cut of venison can be used. If your meat is at all tough, slice it thinly and use commercial tenderizer on it before proceeding.
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