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  Introduction Why Butcher Your Own?

  IN DAYS PAST, butchering your own food was a necessity. Eating meat required killing and processing the animal. Today home butchering is more a choice than a necessity. Most people that choose to butcher at home do so for a number of reasons, with control over the food they eat the most important reason.

  Continuing problems with commercially butchered meats are a great concern with many. If you do your own butchering, you know how safely the meat was prepared. If you raise your own animals and then butcher them yourself, you have the ultimate control over the meats you consume. You control not only the safe processing, but also the quality and type of meats consumed.
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  In days past, home butchering was a necessity for many, and a regular event on farms such as the Burch farm back in the ’40s.

  Another reason is cost. Home butchering saves money. The third reason, and one growing in popularity, is the self-satisfaction achieved in doing it yourself, a definite step to more self-reliance.

  If you’re a hunter, especially of deer and big game, do-it-yourself butchering should be an important component of the hunt. Knowing how to properly field dress and cut up wild game is invaluable.

  Although the killing is not pleasant, cutting up meat is a rewarding and enjoyable task for many, and a valuable, easily learned skill. While learning, you can usually “eat your mistakes.” Although I have been involved in butchering hogs from an early age, when I faced my first beef I was a bit daunted by all the different cuts. “Doesn’t matter,” my wife Joan said, “It all eats.” And, it does.

  Like many old-time, once-invaluable life skills, home butchering has been lost to many through the last few generations. Our family has been home butchering for many generations, and we each learned from our elders. This mentoring was invaluable. Most people today don’t have the opportunity to learn such life skills at the side of an experienced butcher, but the skills are not hard to learn, and hopefully this book will provide you with the knowledge needed and the incentive to do your own home butchering.
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  Home butchering allows you to have control over the quality and safety of the meat you eat.
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  If you hunt deer and other big game, knowing how to field dress and cut up your game is an extremely important skill.
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  Home butchering is an easily learned skill, and a great way of adding to your independence and self-sufficiency.
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  The author in the ’50s with his first litter of pigs. As a do-it-yourself butcher, you can save a great deal of money and, if you raise your own livestock, have even more control over your food.
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  Tools and Supplies

  BUTCHERING CAN BE done with nothing more than a sharp knife. Our ancestors butchered with a sharp piece of stone. Modern knives and tools, however, make the chores easier, faster, and safer. The number and type of tools needed depends on your butchering needs. For instance, if you plan to butcher just a chicken or two, you’ll need much less equipment than for slaughtering and cutting up a steer. Some tools you may already have in your kitchen or garage. Some tools are more specialized, and some tools used in the past may no longer be needed. I was lucky to not only be mentored in butchering, but also to have inherited a number of tools. Some of those, however, are now more valuable as antiques, yet some are still quite valuable butchering tools. With the growing interest in self-sufficiency, more people are home butchering, and more companies are offering tools for the home butcher. A number of companies offer butchering tools and supplies online.
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  The number and variety of tools needed for butchering depends on how often and how much you butcher, as well as what types of animals.

  General Tools

  Some tools can be used for butchering of all types. Other tools are for specific butchering chores.

  Knives

  Knives are the most important butchering tools. Purchase only good-quality knives. They will more easily sharpen, stay sharp longer, and do the job easier and safer. Good-quality knives can last your lifetime and then some. I have some handed-down knives that are now being used by the fourth generation. The quality and type of steel in some of today’s knives, however, is different than in the really old knives. Most butcher knife blades are made of three different types of steel: carbon, stainless, and high-carbon stainless steel. The older knives were primarily made of simple carbon steel. Carbon steel is relatively soft and sharpens very easily, even with nothing more than a handheld stone. It doesn’t, however, hold an edge very well and must be continually sharpened. Carbon steel also rusts badly, even if the metal is dried after cleaning. One solution is to coat the metal with a light dusting of cooking oil spray before storage. Always wash the knife thoroughly before using to remove any residual oil and/or rust. Pure stainless steel is the hardest of the three metals; it will hold an edge longer and will not rust. It’s extremely difficult, however, to properly sharpen a stainless steel knife. The majority of the quality butcher knife blades today are made of high-carbon stainless steel. This material provides the best of all worlds: an easily sharpened blade that will hold an edge a reasonable amount of time, yet doesn’t rust as readily as carbon steel. A variety of handle shapes and materials are also used in knife construction. In quality knives the handles will be most commonly made of hardwood or a synthetic material. The latter, sometimes made of soft-molded materials, are easy on the hands for long periods of use.
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  Good-quality knives are the most important tools for butchering. A variety of knives, including skinning, boning, and meat cutting, makes the chores easier and safer.

  Butcher knife blades are commonly ground into one of three shapes: flat, hollow, or taper. Flat-ground blades have their edge ground evenly from the back of the blade to the front and from the heel to the point. These blades are sturdy and easily sharpened. Hollow-ground edges have a portion of the blade just behind the edge thinned. This design creates less drag, but it also creates a weak area in the blade. A better solution is the taper-ground knife. In this case, after the flat grind, an additional grind is made to thin down the blade, but not to the thinness of a hollow-ground edge. A taper-ground edge produces a knife with less drag, but is stronger than hollow-ground edges, and is only found on high-quality knives.

  Most people associate the early settlers, trappers, explorers, fur traders and others who opened our country with a big “Bowie” hunting knife. And for the most part they only had one knife, but typically it was often a “Green River” butcher knife—a six- to eight-inch curved-blade skinning knife that was sturdy, easily sharpened, and multipurpose. The knife was used for skinning, butchering, camp chores, and for self-protection when needed. You can do all the butcher chores with a similar knife. Having more than one knife suited for different chores, however, makes home butchering easier and more efficient. I have two or three of some types of knives so that I can simply pick up a sharp knife and continue working rather than stopping to sharpen. Multiple knives are especially helpful when skinning, which can quickly dull their blades.

  The different types of knives vary in blade shapes. For instance skinning knives are relatively short, with a rounded drop-point. This helps prevent the point from sticking into the meat during the skinning process. If you field dress deer and other big game, a short, drop-point skinning knife with a gut hook can be invaluable. You can of course use a skinning knife for cutting up the carcass, but regular butcher knives with long blades are best for this chore. Butcher knives also come in a wide variety of sizes and shapes. Long-bladed butcher knives are best for the initial carcass sectioning, slicing meat, and cutting meat into chunks for grinding. I prefer the rounded-tip butcher knives rather than those with a sharp tip for cutting meat into smaller pieces. The upswept tip doesn’t catch on meat as you slice it. Boning knives with their thin, flexible blades are best for boning out meat.

  Sharpeners

  Keeping knife blades sharp is an extremely important facet of any type of meat preparation. Using the proper tools can make it easy to have sharp knives as needed. Knife sharpening devices are widely available, ranging from the simple, but extremely effective, butcher’s steel to powered sharpeners. Knives that are in good shape but dull should never be sharpened using a powered grinder, as you could overheat the steel and lose the temper. Powered sharpening hones, however, can make the chore of sharpening a dull knife quick and easy. I’ve tested the Chef’s Choice models for many years. The Chef’s Choice Model 130 Professional Sharpening Station is an excellent choice. It will sharpen both straight and serrated edges and has a 125-watt motor with three sharpening stages: 40-degree pre-sharpening, 45-degree sharpening, and a third steeling stage for final honing. A number of other models are also available.
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  A means of keeping knives sharp is also important. An electric sharpener, such as this Chef’sChoice, makes the chore quick and easy.
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  A handheld butcher’s steel or diamond sharpener can be kept near your cutting table or skinning area for a quick touch-up of the blades.

  One hand-sharpening system I like is the Lansky Sharpening System. The kit contains finger-grooved hone holders that are color coded for easy identification of the exact sharpening angles desired. The kit includes a carrying case, a knife clamp with angle selector, guide rods, extra attachment screws, oil, and a sharpening guide. Depending on the kit selected, a variety of coarse, medium, and fine hones are available. You should have either a butcher’s steel or a “hand-hone” readily at hand where you are working as you’ll continually need to “touch up” the blades as you work.

  Saws

  A handheld butcher’s saw is necessary for quartering and cutting up pork, beef, venison, and other large carcasses. These saws utilize a removable, easily cleaned blade with very fine teeth. The saws are available in several sizes. If quartering and cutting up a beef, you’ll need a saw of at least twenty-four inches in length. This type of saw is awkward at best for cutting individual bone-in pieces such as steaks, chops, and ribs. It will work, but a powered butcher’s bandsaw is the best choice. These power saws are fairly expensive, but are a good investment if you annually butcher large animals, such as beef, from which a lot of steaks and other bone-in pieces are cut. You can, of course, debone any carcass and remove the bones as well as the expense of a powered saw. Deboning also saves on freezer space.
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  A hand meat saw is necessary for many chores, such as quartering larger animals, trimming hams, and cutting loins into chops.
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  A powered meat bandsaw makes the chore of cutting steaks, chops, and roasts easier and more precise.

  For years our family hand sawed only what was necessary: on pork, for instance, we removed the loins from the backbone, instead of cutting into bone-in pork chops. Most of these electric-powered saws also come with a built-in grinder which makes them a good value.

  Meat Grinders

  Many meats, or cuts of meat, are best ground into sausage and hamburger, including beef, pork, venison, and even lamb. Chicken and turkey can also be ground into lean, healthful meats. If you’re only grinding a small amount of meat, a hand-grinder will do. They will, of course, grind only as fast as you can crank by hand, and they do require muscle power. Many of these hand-crank grinders can be found in antique shops and flea markets, often at bargain prices. If you buy them secondhand, you should make sure all parts are there and you will probably need to sharpen the blade and plate. Sharpen the plate by running it across a fine hone, holding it down flat on the hone. Use a file to remove any nicks and sharpen the blade, then hone the edges sharp. You can also purchase new hand-crank food grinders, just like our grandfathers used, but made with modern materials. They’re available in both bolt-down and clamp-on models, in tinned or stainless steel. The latter are more expensive, but easier to clean. The newer models come with larger clamps so they more readily clamp to almost any countertop or tabletop. Most grinders come with a coarse plate and a fine plate, and a set of three stuffing tubes. The larger grinders can grind around five to six pounds per minute with enough muscle power.
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  If you grind meat into sausage or hamburger, you’ll need a meat grinder. A hand-cranked grinder is the most economical for small jobs.
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  For larger meat grinding chores, a powered grinder is best. These are available in a wide variety of sizes, depending on the motor size. The unit shown is capable of grinding 360 pounds of meat per hour.

  For many years, I used a large, antique, electric-powered grinder I inherited from my granddad. It had a huge flywheel and was powered by a big electric motor with a belt. My granddad originally powered it with his Model A automobile, jacking up the rear wheels and running the grinder with a giant belt. The throat opening is large and the grinder didn’t come with a safety pusher as do today’s powered grinders. It was and still is dangerous, not only the grinder, but also the spinning, flopping belt and old nongrounded electric motor, but our family used it for three generations.
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  Many home-model meat bandsaws also come with a meat grinder attachment.
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  Accessories such as ground-meat patty makers and jerky and sausage stick makers are available for some grinders.

  The ultimate meat grinder is an electric-powered model, and if you do a lot of meat grinding you’ll be sure to get your money’s worth. Some of the larger, powered butcher tools can be quite an investment, but they’re usually a lifetime investment, with little loss in value. You might also wish to do as the old-timers did and pool your resources with family and friends. In the old days when families worked together on butchering, one family might own the grinder, another a lard press and kettle, and so on. Electric-powered meat grinders are available in a number of sizes, depending on the horsepower, which determines the amount of meat that can be ground in an hour. Smaller models will do the job, but with less power they are slower.

  For the most part, however, you’re not trying to beat the clock. I’ve owned and used a number of grinder models and my favorite is a Bass Pro/LEM No. 12. It features a .75 horsepower motor and is capable of grinding 360 pounds of meat per hour.
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  You’ll need a sausage stuffer for making sausages. Most grinders come with sausage-stuffing tubes, making it a one-step operation.

  The grinder has a heavy-duty, stainless steel construction with an easily cleaned housing, grinder head and auger, a permanently lubricated motor, built-in circuit breaker, all metal gears, heavy-duty meat pan, meat stamper, stainless steel grinding knife, one coarse and one fine stainless steel stuffing plate, and three stuffing tubes.

  Similar-quality models are available from a number of sources. Some grinders also have a variety of accessories that can be used with the grinders, including: tenderizer attachments, ground-meat jerky and snack-stick makers and ground-meat patty makers.

  Sausage Stuffers

  In most instances of small batches of sausage, you can simply use the sausage-stuffing tubes with meat grinders. You may, however, wish to use a dedicated sausage stuffer for larger volumes or for stuffing highly emulsified meats, such as bologna and hot dogs. Grinding and stuffing at the same time can be a problem with these products. Sausage stuffers are available in several forms including a simple, plunge-type hand stuffer. These consist of a tube with a plunger and a stuffing tube on one end. They’re the least expensive, but fairly hard to operate and they don’t produce consistent sausages. The next step up is a lever-operated stuffer. These consist of a cast-iron L-shaped tube and a lever to push a plunger down through the tube. As I discovered years ago, older models allowed a lot of sausage to escape back past the plunger due to back pressure from the sausage. Newer models have a rubber or plastic gasket to help prevent this leakage problem around the plunger. Vertical stuffers are the easiest to use with the least amount of hassle and produce more consistently shaped sausages, especially when stuffing smaller diameter casings. Vertical stuffers are made in several sizes, ranging from five- up to twenty-five-pound capacities. All are made of stainless steel and the cylinder removes for easy cleaning. A variety of different size stuffing tubes comes standard with most models. Complete sausage-making kits, including stuffers and spices, cures and casings are available and a great way of getting into sausage making. For more information on sausage making, see my book The Complete Guide to Sausage Making.
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  Dedicated stuffers, such as the vertical model shown, are easy to use and can produce a larger quantity of sausage quicker. These stuffers are necessary for finely ground processed meats, such as bologna and summer sausage.

  Miscellaneous

  Other items include tubs and plastic pans to hold meat, lots of clean cloths, paper towels, food-safe gloves, kitchen scales, hanging scales, kitchen thermometers, measuring cups, cutting boards, and meat tenderizers. A powered meat slicer can also be a great help. A vacuum-packing machine will help keep meat fresher longer in the freezer. And, you’ll need a good home freezer. Other supplies include freezer paper, plastic food wrap, vacuum bags, freezer sheets, rubber meat stamps, wrapping tape, and hamburger bags. You may also need cures, salt, pepper, and spices for jerky, sausage, and salt cured/smoked meats. If you really get into jerky and sausage making and salt/smoking, you’ll probably want a dehydrator and smoker.
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  You’ll also need lots of miscellaneous items including tools and supplies such as freezer paper, tape, plastic wrap, and so forth.

  Specialty Tools

  Some butchering, such as hog scalding and butchering a beef, also requires specialty items. Butchering poultry is easier with a killing funnel.

  Chicken plucking can be done using an old canner or similar pot and a fish fryer for heat. A pair of sturdy kitchen shears makes splitting chicken carcasses easier.

  To scald a hog you’ll need a scalding tank, usually a fifty-gallon steel drum; a table on which to place the pig after the scalding tank; and a block and tackle to hoist the animal for scalding or skinning, and gutting. A tractor with a bucket is a very handy tool.
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  Different types of butchering also require specialized tools. For poultry you’ll need a killing funnel that you can easily make from a plastic bucket.
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  You’ll also need some means of scalding the birds for plucking. A fish-fryer burner and an old boiling-water bath canner works well.
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  Heavy-duty poultry shears or kitchen shears are necessary for splitting poultry.
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  If you scrape hogs in the old-fashioned way you’ll need a scalding tank, a sturdy table, and a bell scraper.

  A meat pole can be used to hold the block and tackle and hog or beef.
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  A meat pole is extremely handy for hanging game and larger carcasses.
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  Butchering larger animals such as hogs and cattle requires a heavy-duty gambrel and some means of hoisting the carcass.

  The old-timers used a “single-tree,” a piece of horse harness hitch that spread the legs apart to lift the carcass. A heavy-duty gambrel is the most common choice these days. A pritch pole about 2.5 feet long is needed to prop up a beef carcass. Make sure the meat pole, block and tackle, and gambrel are extremely sturdy for working with a beef carcass. A hay hook or similar handled hook is necessary for lifting the hog in and out of the scalding water. You’ll also need bell scrapers to scrape the hair from the hog. These are available new from butcher supply sources, but can quite often be found in antique shops and flea markets. If you intend to use the whole hog and render the lard, a lard kettle and lard press may be in order. Again, these old-time items may be hard to come by, and lard presses are not cheap, even when you find them. You can also render lard over a fish-fryer base with an old canner or other large pot. A turkey fryer works great for the chore. A stunning hammer or .22 rifle is necessary for killing hogs, beef, and other larger animals.
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  You’ll need a comfortable place to work, in most instances, both outside and inside. The outside area is used for killing, skinning, gutting, and hanging.
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  The inside work space is used for cutting up the carcasses, making sausage, grinding meat, wrapping and packaging, and other chores.
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  A table of the correct working height for you is important. It should also be sturdy enough to hold the weight of larger carcass quarters, and the surface must be easily cleanable.

  Workplace

  You’ll need a comfortable, safe place to work. If just doing a chicken or two you can do some of the work in your kitchen, but you’ll still need an outside work table. The old-timers usually had a special place set aside for these butchering chores, often with the tools stored nearby. Most home butchering is done in cold weather, and you’ll need protection from the weather for some of the chores. An open-sided shed is ideal. An unheated garage is often the choice of many.

  The main requirement is plenty of water. If you don’t have running water to the site, you should be able to have a hose or carry buckets easily to the site.

  In addition to a table for scalding, an easily cleaned table is necessary for cutting up meat. You can do some small chores on your kitchen countertop, but cutting up a hog or beef half requires a good-sized and sturdy table.
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