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Dedication

_______

I dedicate this book to all hunters, the predators, who pursue wild game. They embrace the ritual instinct of the call-of-the-hunt to seek prey. No distance is too far to impede the pursuit. No weather so foul that it will bend the spirit. No obstacle is too daunting not to overcome. They hunt their game from valley to mountain top. When they encounter it—they kill it (not harvest it), stop to give thanks for it, butcher it, and eat it. In the end, the taking of wild game, the processing of the meat, and preparation and cooking of it brings them closer to nature than any conservationist, environmentalist, or preservationist can achieve and any non-hunter can even come close to understanding.
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Preface—Why
Home Butchering?

_______

An interesting aspect of learning the skills needed to butcher your own deer is that unlike a carpenter who has to throw away a piece of wood that was cut too short, a do-it-yourself butcher doesn’t have to throw away a mistake. A piece of meat cut incorrectly simply ends up in another pile to be ground into burger or made into stew meat. I assure you anyone can properly learn the DIY aspects to butchering a deer or other big-game animal at home. I guarantee the skills needed to do this are not hard to acquire. With each passing year a hunter’s abilities will get better and the time it takes to complete this pleasurable task becomes shorter and shorter.

With all of that said, however, the most important parts of successful butchering at home include having a comfortable and clean work area to skin and quarter a deer, the right butchering tools and other equipment, a sanitary area to butcher and shrink wrap the meat, and a freezer in good working order to store the meat. Having all these things makes the task go more quickly and easily, the result being good tasting venison that can last for a long time.

By having the elements noted above, like any DIY project that someone undertakes, in the end you’ll assure yourself a more professional result. Therefore, before you decide to butcher your next deer, first remember that it requires an investment not only of time, but also of money. How much money will depend on just how well-equipped you want to be. The good thing about home butchering is that it can also be done on a very limited budget, with a very simple set of tools.

Most hunters don’t have to home butcher their own deer. After all, there are plenty of abattoir facilities (more commonly called meat processing plants or slaughter houses) where a hunter can bring deer to get cut up and package. Today, most hunters who butcher their own deer or other big game at home do so because they want to. They enjoy the DIY aspect of cutting up their own meat.

Commercial Deer Processors

Another factor about home butchering deer is that many hunters who do it, do so because they either heard of, or have had a personal negative experience with, a commercial deer processor that ended either questionably or badly. Some of the complications hunters have encountered with processing plants include: high costs, deer hair in the meat, concerns that they have received less meat than they should have, facilities that are less than clean, inadequate packaging and labeling, and, most important, they don’t know if the meat they got back was actually from their own deer.

One of the most worrisome aspects that I hear from hunters is how many of the processing plants will pile deer on top of each other either outside on the ground or on concrete floors in the plant. Both scenarios can not only contribute to unsanitary conditions leading to meat spoilage but also can lead to a crucial problem of the carcasses not being able to cool properly.

Worse yet, the concern by hunters about not getting their own deer meat back is a valid worry. Some meat processing plants (not all, but many) may lead customers to believe that the plant cuts up and processes each deer individually. In reality, most processing plants don’t do that. Instead, the facility may have a routine of butchering many deer from different customers at one time. Unfortunately, this process allows them to place all similar cuts (roasts, steaks, chops, backstraps, ground and stew meat) from numerous deer into large plastic meat bins. It also means that other bins headed to the meat grinder will contain mixed meat from other deer placed into large plastic vats (tubs). The mixed meat is then dispensed and packaged into smaller portions of ground meat and given back to customers. This practice totally eliminates any possibility of a hunter getting only his or her meat back from a processing plant that employs this type of system—and some certainly do.

Furthermore, placing meat in vats and grinding it together from several deer potentially creates a more serious problem. Some of the deer killed by other hunters may not have been taken care of carefully, starting with the field-dressing stage. Or, a hunter may have allowed the deer to hang outside longer than it should have before taking it into the processing plant. Or, it may not have been handled sanitarily. These, and many other elements of how other hunters handle their deer, are all components that can lead to possible contamination problems.

That’s not all there is to be worried about when you take your deer to a processing plant. I have a family member who brought a buck into a commercial processing plant. When he went to pick up his meat and antlers, he was told that “Somehow your antlers were misplaced.” In the end, the antlers from his buck were never located. This is not an unusual occurrence for large deer processing facilities or even small facilities that may operate out of a garage, shed, or other building. The above incident occurred in a very large processing plant that butchers several hundred deer or more a season.

Not so surprisingly, the plant I am speaking about was under investigation by the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (NYSDEC) for several suspected violations. One of the more flagrant violations that the plant owner was eventually charged with was not returning the right amount of meat to customers. Instead, the meat was used to make summer sausages that were sold at the plant. So, things like this do occur, and more often than they should. By the way, as of this writing this facility was fined and cannot process deer for a period of five years.

With all that said, though, I want to be very clear that there are many professional commercial meat plants and smaller processing facilities that butcher deer and operate clean, reliable facilities, and which do not fall into the categories I mentioned above. The key is, if you bring your deer to a processing plant, do your homework before taking it there.

Research has documented that the chief motivation for hunters to decide to home butcher their deer or other big game still hinges on assuring themselves that their meat will end up being of the best quality and that they have total control of how it is butchered, including keeping it contamination free. It also assures them that they will get the most efficient yield of the meat. Additionally, DIY home butchering gives you more control on how the meat looks, how it is packaged and labeled, and most important, how it will taste at the table. Plus, you’ll know without a doubt that the meat is from your deer.

It’s Part of the Hunt

There are many other benefits tied to butchering your own game, including the enjoyment of learning how to do it properly. After all, butchering the meat from a deer you have successfully hunted is an important part of the entire hunt, as significant as pre-hunt planning, along with the tactics you used to take the deer. Home butchering simply enhances the overall hunting experience. When hunters realize they have properly carried out all aspects of the hunt, from the killing of the deer, to field dressing, skinning, quartering, butchering, aging, and finally preparing a mouth-watering wild game dish for the table—it ends up being an extremely self-satisfying experience.

If hunters take the time to figure out the actual financial cost of the venison they kill, they may be flabbergasted to discover just how much a pound of venison actually costs. The fact is that venison is, without a doubt, the most expensive meat in the country, with its ultimate cost being many times more than any of the finest prime cuts of beef, including Wagyu beef.

This is especially true for those who travel long distances to hunt deer or other big game. Not only do they have travel expenses, which includes lodging and perhaps airfare, but there are also out-of-state license costs, outfitter fees if you hire a guide, and much more. Even hunters who stalk deer close to home encounter a sizeable financial investment.

If you plant food plots and practice quality deer management, then the cost of actually growing your deer has to be factored in too. In fact, in the entire history of hunting deer, hunters are now growing more food plots for deer than ever before. They spend money on seeds, fertilizers, lime, planting equipment, and much more. Then add in the cost of all the hunting equipment, the time invested in the hunt, and the cost of having a deer butchered at a processing plant, and the costs grow even more dramatically. So, when a lot of your expensive venison is spoiled and/or wasted through improper or even halfhearted handling (from the moment before the deer is killed and throughout the field-dressing process, to how it is hung, skinned, aged, quartered, butchered, wrapped, and frozen), it is easy to realize why it is foolish not to take the utmost care of the deer you kill and end up butchering yourself. You’re eating meat that probably exceeds one hundred dollars per pound.

The Learning Curve

I’d like to add one other thought, namely that learning to properly home butcher a deer generally involves a short learning curve. This learning experience is easier to achieve than many people believe. Like any first-time DIY project, there are bound to be some mistakes made along the way, though they really aren’t a big deal when you think about it. As I mentioned earlier, when an error is made when a certain section of meat is cut incorrectly, that piece can simply get tossed into the plastic bin that contains a variety of cut-up pieces of chunks of meat that are all destined to be ground meat. The old adage, “You have to eat your mistakes,” definitely applies throughout the learning curve of home butchery. Remember this point: Anyone who has the desire to learn how to butcher a deer at home properly will ultimately achieve that goal. Again, I assure you the skills are not difficult to learn, and with each passing year you will become much better at it.
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It was October 1968 and I was sitting in a subway car returning to Brooklyn from my job at First Hanover Securities in Manhattan. I picked up the New York Daily News and, as I always did first when I read that paper, I turned to the sport section to read the outdoor column by Jerry Kenney. That day, the column mentioned that a long-time professional meat processor, who also happened to be an avid deer hunter, was going to give a demonstration on how to field dress, skin, and butcher deer at his shop, The Starlight Meat Center in Franklin Square, Long Island, the following week. Kenney went on to say that the demonstration would be free but that “space in the shop was limited, so if you intended to go, you should plan to get there early enough to get a seat.”

I stared at the clipping for several moments and then read it again. When I was finished reading it, I still couldn’t believe that someone was going to field dress, skin, and butcher a deer in a local butcher shop. But I didn’t overthink the oddness of it for long. As a young deer hunter, I welcomed any advice I could get, particularly if it was going to include field dressing and butchering deer. When I was in high school, my parents owned a two-family house with a store (a butcher shop) on the street level. On Thursday and Friday evenings and Saturdays all day, I worked at Louie Tomaso’s Butcher Shop. My job was to quarter up whole chickens, trim pork chops, and slice and pack cold cuts. I never got the opportunity to actually butcher larger cuts of meat.

Four years had passed since I worked in the butcher shop, and I figured that going to a demo being given by a longtime experienced butcher could perhaps teach me a few things that would make field dressing a deer easier for me. And since the demo was going to be free, I decided to go.

Over the following several days I asked my hunting friends if they would be interested in going with me. But, given the fact that the demonstration was on a Friday night, boy’s night out in Brooklyn, the only friend who was available to come with me was Howie Croft. The demonstration was going to begin at 7:00 p.m. and, remembering that the column had suggested people arrive in plenty of time to get a seat, we left work early. We went directly to the parking garage where I worked, across from Madison Square Garden, and got into my 1957 Chevy convertible and headed through the Midtown Tunnel toward Long Island. It was 3:30 p.m. We arrived at the butcher shop about an hour later. We were relieved to see that there were only a dozen other people waiting outside to get in which assured us that we would get seats. I parked my car and Howie and I joined the small line.

To the best of my memory (some fifty years later), by 5:00 p.m. the small line had grown to about fifty people. A mere fifteen minutes later there were about one hundred or more people, and by 6:00 p.m. there were hundreds of people in front of the store, having arrived by car, bus, and on foot. Soon after that, the police were called, “to unsnarl the traffic that had backed up for six blocks in all directions.” The newspaper, The Long Island Press, reported that the police department later estimated that “two to three thousand hunters had to be turned away because of inadequate facilities.”

Because of the incredible response and the amount of people jamming up streets and roads, the butcher who hosted the event did ten demonstrations into the wee hours of the morning. That man would turn out to be the man who, today, is somewhat overlooked and not given his full credit for being solely responsible for bringing deer hunting, and the development of countless deer hunting products, to the forefront of the entire nation. The man’s name: Joe DeFalco. Within a short year or two after that evening, Joe DeFalco became a household name to an overwhelming number of deer hunters.

Shortly after the demo, thousands of people wrote to DeFalco. Many of them mentioned they were turned away from the first event. In response to the “5,600-plus letters” DeFalco received after that first event, he announced he would put on another demonstration three weeks later at a much larger venue. Incredibly, more than three thousand people jammed into the Plattduetsche Park Restaurant in Franklin Square. Joe DeFalco arrived on the hunting scene like no one else ever has. During his career, it is said that he made several million dollars from product endorsements, book sales and royalties, video sales, real estate, his own line of hunting products, including a book titled The Complete Deer Hunt, which was said to have sold “three and a half million copies” and a video (that’s what they were called back then), The Hunter’s Guide to Field Dressing, Skinning & Butchering Your Deer. This video was equally as successful as DeFalco’s book.

In January 1983, Sports Illustrated magazine (at that time, regularly read by more than thirty million people each week) did a six-page feature article on Joe. It shocked the hunting world because never before, and to my knowledge never again, did Sports Illustrated ever publish a feature article about a hunter or about hunting. DeFalco is responsible for countless people becoming hunters and for educating countless hunters about field dressing, skinning, and butchering deer properly.

While sitting in The Starlight Meat Center that evening watching Joe DeFalco work his magic with both the audience and butchering the deer, I would have never imagined that I would eventually make my living as a full-time outdoor journalist and the host of a television show (“Woods N’ Water”) broadcast throughout North America. When I look back, it was only a short decade or so later that Joe and I both were members of the same professional organizations: the Outdoor Writers Association of America (OWAA) and the New York State Outdoor Writers Association (NYSOWA). Today, I’m grateful to say how much I admire and respect Joe DeFalco. I’m also very pleased that over the last five-plus decades Joe DeFalco and I have become friends. It was Joe’s success that once played a considerable role in my aspirations to seek a full-time career in the outdoor industry.
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The author with Joe DeFalco, decades after attending DeFalco’s first butchering demonstration.

DeFalco’s amazing accomplishments were primarily due to him being the first deer hunter to tap into a market of countless hunters across the entire nation who sought information about field dressing, skinning, and butchering deer at home. It was a hot topic in 1968 and is a subject that is equally in high demand today. Thanks to Joe DeFalco, the information I have learned from his live presentations, his writings, and video productions were an impetus for my outdoor career. DeFalco was the genesis of outdoor celebrities who specialized in hunting whitetail deer. Without him, I seriously doubt that the amount of equipment to hunt whitetail deer would be where it is today. DeFalco was then, and is today, a master marketer who brought the sport of hunting whitetail deer to the forefront of millions of hunters, manufacturers, and celebrities all across North America. We all owe him a note of thanks. One way to do that would be for him to be placed in the Outdoor Writers Hall of Fame. In my mind’s eye, Joe DeFalco has definitely earned that special privilege.

This book combines my own experiences over my five-plus decades of hunting, field dressing, skinning, and butchering deer, along with the knowledge of Joe DeFalco and other professional butchers who have shared their techniques with me about this subject. All have shared their knowledge and skills with me and for that I am grateful. I hope to impart to you their quality information and guidance, along with my own wide-ranging knowledge. The material within is designed to help you take your field dressing, skinning, quartering, and butchering skills to the next level.

I would like to extend my heartfelt thanks to Ted Rose, who, as always, was kind enough to allow me to use his wildlife deer photos in this book as well as others. Ted is an excellent wildlife photographer and an even better long-time friend.

People, manufacturers, and companies who provided support, knowledgeable information, butchering photos and/or images of products include Kerry Swendsen, the founder and proprietor of Deer Dummy products; John Person, a professional deer processor and the owner/operator of GameButchers, LLC: Mike Ring, a passionate buck hunter who processes deer meat in delectable smoked and other sausage and traditional cuts of venison; neighbors Darren and Devan Hazen, accomplished deer hunters, venison processors, and sausage makers; Terrence J. Daly, a professional beef and other domestic animal butcher; Richard Yvon, avid deer hunter and professional outfitter from Maine; Debbie Hall, a talented graphic artist who I have learned from and enjoyed working with for nearly two decades; Bookspan Book Clubs, Creative Publishing International; and Valerie Gleason, who has provided many photos and products over the years for many of the books both Kate and I have written. Gleason is the public relations/marketing manager for Chef’s Choice by EdgeCraft Corporation.



Introduction

_______

The most recent research by archaeologists has now emphatically documented that the first evolutionary change in the human diet combined meat and marrow. Evidence showed that, at that time, meat was mostly scavenged from large dead animals and/or occasionally obtained by hunting. What is striking about this is that it took place as early as 2.6 million years ago.

Evolutionary scientists theorize that the diet of most early hominins (a primate of a taxonomic tribe [Hominini], which comprises those species regarded as human, directly ancestral to humans, or very closely related to humans) was most likely very similar to the diet of modern humans’ genetically closest relatives, the chimpanzees. Their diets mostly consist of fruit, but also incorporate vegetation, insects, and occasionally red meat.

Soon after that (in evolutionary time), our ancestors took their occasional meat eating to the next level. Their hunting tools improved, as did their hunting skills. This, too, was documented by researchers and archaeologists who discovered stone tools in caves at Dikika in the remote Afar region of Ethiopia. The evidence recovered demonstrated that australopithecine humans began eating meat eight hundred thousand years earlier than previously thought. These butchers used tools for butchering meat and breaking animal bones to eat the marrow. Animal bones were found at these sites, which contained corresponding cut marks on them. They first appear in the fossil record about 3.4 million years ago.

Humans have remained omnivorous since our earliest ancestors. However, their meat-eating tendencies slowly migrated from eating primarily fruit and vegetation, supplemented by some meat and marrow, to chiefly eating meat supplemented by vegetables and fruit (with the exception of those who choose to be total vegetarians). Because their tool-making made them better hunters, they were able to kill more game. In turn, they became more carnivorous as their hunting skills improved.

It is widely accepted throughout the scientific communities that eating meat by early hominins was the catalyst that eventually triggered the increased growth of the human brain. The resulting acquired cleverness associated from a larger brain capacity resulted in early humans ultimately developing an elevated mental prowess.
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That single change in human evolution was the fundamental key element that spurred human development from being the prey of other animals, to earliest modern humans (early Homo sapiens sapiens) becoming one of the foremost hunters of big-game animals instead.

The word “veneison” began appearing in common use among Europeans in the late 1200s or early 1300s. It was derived from the Latin word venatio, meaning “the fruits of the hunt.” For the next century there is no one particular spelling used for the word “veneison,” and no specific definition attached to it. Only its pronunciation varies: uneysun, venysoun, wenysoun, venson, or vinzun.

As I will mention in an upcoming chapter, early use of the word venison was used to describe animals that included boar, hare, rabbit, or the red meat of almost any other wild animal. Records indicate that it was sometime around the 1400s that the word “venison” was gradually used to define the meat of deer.

Today, humans are at the peak of being successful big-game hunters. Some of us, however, entirely “hunt and gather” our food at the grocery store. Others also hunt and gather some food at the grocery store, but also still retain an urge spurred by a primordial inherited (genetic) instinct to hunt for wild game. Without any misgivings about social bias, they kill it, express gratefulness for taking it, butcher it, and they eat it.

Today, the quest for wild venison spurs an estimated fifteen million hunters to stalk game throughout North America. These hunters, who come from all walks of life, go with an enthusiasm that is hard to describe, which is barely understood by non-hunters, and which is completely beyond the comprehension of anti-hunters. They are motivated to go hunting even though they realize they will endure long hours in all types of weather, enduring physical aches and pains and other discomforts—all without a speck of assurance that they will bring home a deer.

Some hunters feel so strongly about their prized venison that even first-time hunters choose to take on the chore to butcher their own deer without hesitation, even though they may perceive the job to be daunting. It seems more important to a lot of today’s hunters that they butcher their deer themselves because, by doing so, they have an even deeper connection to the overall hunt. Realistically, however, there are a lot of novice and seasoned veteran hunters who lack the basics of deer anatomy, butchering skills, and the self-confidence to butcher a 150-pound deer (or larger game animal) and then break the carcass down into smaller cuts of meat to be served as delicious table fare.

Within the pages of this book, I will strive to help you to learn how to butcher your deer at home. I will take you through the various, easy steps with a no-nonsense approach, and I will encourage you along the way. If you are questioning your ability to cut up a deer at home, don’t. After reading this book, you will wonder what you ever worried about in the first place.

It’s much easier than it appears to be. It may take you several hours to butcher and process the carcass of your first deer. With each deer you butcher, however, the time it will take to get the job done will diminish considerably until at last you’ll get it done faster than you could have ever imagined.

Peter J. Fiduccia
Summer 2018



Chapter 1


Be Choosy about the Deer You Shoot

_________

It shouldn’t be surprising to anyone who hunts big game that our forefathers shot game strictly for survival. Being selective about the animals they killed and/or where the projectile hit the animal was understandably not their highest priority. Their main concern was to have meat on the table. While they wanted their game to taste good, once again, that wasn’t their primary concern. That’s not a common scenario for today’s big-game hunter, however. Never before have all species of deer been more abundant than they are now. In my home state of New York, hunters annually kill an average of 250,000 deer every season. Nationwide, whitetail hunters take millions of deer each year. Additionally, never before have deer and other big game had so much quality food available to them.

Therefore, today’s hunters can afford to be much more selective about the deer they shoot. Being choosy about the animal and where the shot is placed will inevitably end up providing hunters the best tasting venison. By buying this book, I surmise that you not only want to learn how to butcher your deer, but you also want your venison to taste the best it can. To accomplish this goal, hunters have to set certain considerations in their minds prior to the hunt. Those parameters must include selecting the right deer to kill; making sure the animal is not stressed before shooting it; and placing the projectile (broadhead or bullet) in a kill zone that will end the deer’s life as quickly and humanely as possible. As any experienced hunter will affirm, the best tasting venison is going to be a young female deer. A close second will be an immature male deer. This is particularly the case when deer live in agricultural settings. Additionally, the meat of an adult female deer will almost always provide tastier meat than the meat of an adult buck. However, I would bet that most hunters go afield with a singular mindset: to shoot a buck with a good set of antlers. There are hunters, however, whose first priority is more skewed toward taking a deer that will provide good-eating meat. Fortunately, though, by simply being choosy about the considerations mentioned above, hunters will dramatically assure themselves of better tasting wild game tablefare.
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In a majority of cases, taking a 1½-to 2 ½-year-old buck almost always assures a hunter that the venison will provide excellent tablefare.

There are many reasons, some obvious and other less so, about what makes a deer taste tender. These elements include, but are not limited to, the deer’s diet throughout the year, the overall health of the deer when it was killed, its age and sex, the amount of stress the deer endured prior to being killed, and whether it was in the rut (male and/or female).

Additional factors to better tasting venison include:


• Field dressing the deer quickly and correctly

• More thought to removing the deer from the woods to the game pole (i.e., not dragging the deer through mud and over other forest debris)

• Cooling the meat down as soon as possible (including removing the hide)

• Keeping the naked carcass covered in a quality game bag in order to prevent vermin infestation

• Correct butchering techniques

• Clean butchering environment

• The storage methods used (vacuum sealed and/or paper wrapped)

• Proper aging, if aged at all

• Cooking techniques



The first thing to do before taking a deer, be it doe or buck, is to evaluate the overall health of the animal. This is a rather easy thing to accomplish by quickly observing the deer. Generally speaking, by looking at the animal’s overall body, one can easily determine whether or not the deer appears to be healthy. For instance, if a deer looks scrawny or small when compared to another deer, you should let it pass and look for a larger, plumper-looking animal. Again, these factors are generally more important to a hunter whose priority is taking flavorful meat than taking a buck with a large set of antlers. Taking a tender deer, therefore, is a mindset rather than a hunting objective. That’s not to say that a 3½-year-old buck won’t provide excellent eating. The fact is he will most often provide much more flavorful meat than a 6½-year-old buck or an old, dry doe. So, there are considerations that have to be made about the deer you are about to shoot when your overall priority is to take a deer that will provide the tastiest venison.

All the deer species (and most other wild animals) commonly go through up and down cycles of gaining and losing weight during their lives. Biologists often refer to spring/summer season, in the North, as a recovery period (from winter) for most big-game animals. Conversely, big game living in the parched regions of the Southwest or lower southern states find that period equally stressful due to the excessive high temperatures. Some deer never fully recover from these situations, while others recuperate slowly. The key point, for hunters trying to determine the health of a deer, is to realize that the present state of health of a deer is always mirrored in their coats and the shapes of their bodies. For example, if a big-game animal in the North does not recover fully during this period, its health will be reflected by the condition of its coat and its body shape during the fall.

Deer that slowly gain weight normally are obviously going to be much more flavorful and tender than deer that have not been able to recover. Like any starving animal, the instant the brain recognizes that the body is losing too much weight, it begins to use its fat reserves. In animals, the intramuscular fat is known as marbling. It’s the marbling that helps to break down the muscle proteins of the meat (during cooking) to make it tender and more flavorful. Deer meat is naturally lean. So when a deer loses even a slight amount of its intramuscular fat, it affects the tenderness and flavor of the meat.

I have found the easiest way to determine if a deer is healthy is not only by the condition of its coat and muscular structure of its body, but also if it looks like a Butterball turkey. What I mean is that a healthy, well-fed deer will have distinctly round curvatures throughout its entire body. Conversely, an animal that is in poor health can display one or more of the following physical characteristics: a boney look under its hide (i.e., boney ribs and boney backbone), a significant sway in its back, a thin neck, a nose that may appear unusually long and narrow, an unusual gait, or will look anything other than fat and plump throughout its body.
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At a quick glance it would be easy to determine this buck is in tip-top physical condition. He is stout enough throughout his body not to have lost any intramuscular fat. Choosing a buck like this to shoot will result in tender and flavorful venison on the table.

A deer’s body is not the only indicator of health, however, as the antlers can also indicate whether the animal is healthy or not. Why? Simply because it is nature’s way to use most of the nutrients a deer consumes to first supplement its body’s growth and overall condition. Once this process has been satisfied, only then are the excess nutrients directed toward antler growth and development. Therefore, any buck that has a thick set of antlers (has some mass) rather than a spindly set of stunted antlers is a healthy animal. So it is often best, when shooting a buck, to quickly analyze whether its antlers have symmetrical main beams and good tine length. These are all good indicators that the buck you are looking at is in good physical condition. I should point out here that these attributes are found on yearling or mature whitetail bucks. So, whether the buck you are looking at is a 4- or a 10-point, the antlers do provide some indication to the buck’s health.
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This big fella is most likely 4½ years old or older. While his meat won’t be as tender as that of a younger buck or doe, it doesn’t mean it will be inedible by any means. If it ends up being tough, it can always be made into burger, stew, sausage, or jerky.

One of the key factors to the development of any buck’s antlers is the availability of trace mineral elements. This is why trace minerals are important to add into some food plot plantings aside from the general NPK (nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium) of a fertilizer. There are two primary groups of nutrients:


• a macro-nutrient group including nitrogen, phosphorous, potassium, calcium, magnesium, and sulfur

• a micro-nutrient group including the small or trace amounts of elements that are also important to healthy plant growth but antler growth as well. This micro-nutrient group includes iron, manganese, copper, zinc, boron, molybdenum, and chlorine.



As I have often said, this is why the soil’s micro and macro elements in some areas of the country contribute significantly to producing bucks with trophy-class antlers. Other areas of the country that are lacking some or most of these nutrients in their soil are unable to produce the types of antlers that are often seen in Iowa, Kansas, Texas, and other states that regularly produce bucks with quality trophy antlers.

Because of this, you shouldn’t rely heavily on judging the health of a deer from its antlers alone. There are plenty of healthy deer that don’t sport large antlers because the area in which they live does not have all the micro- and macro-nutrients needed for larger antlers. With that said, if you do live in an area with nutrient-laden soils, judging a deer’s antlers related to its overall health comes in to play more. In the end, just give the antlers a brief once-over and focus more on the animal’s condition of its coat, muscle structure, and plumpness.
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