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INTRODUCTION

As hunters, we love to hunt. The Sporting Shooters’ Association of Australia (SSAA) summarized it best when they said, “We gain a perfectly natural, deep-seated satisfaction from hunting all kinds of animals.” From the darting little hare right up to the thundering Alaskan moose, and every other game animal in between, it’s no surprise more than fifteen million people participate in hunting every year across America. However, hunting doesn’t always mean killing. Sometimes we kill, and sometimes we don’t. But on every occasion, the main aspect most of us enjoy is the hunt itself. To stalk in and check out a roaming black bear or a trophy elk, and then make the decision whether to take the animal without them knowing we’re there, is an achievement on its own, from which we, the hunter, should feel a deep sense of satisfaction.

Today, according to hunters across the country who have been hunting their entire life, the passion to hunt remains and continues to grow. Having such a passion means hunters are able to share their experiences with their sons, daughters, nephews, and grandkids, as many of them will become proficient and ethical hunters in their own right. It’s true many hunters never really understand why they feel so passionate about hunting, but perhaps the main contributing factor is in their genetic make-up. Ever since our ancestors all those eons ago started to hunt prey species after acquiring a taste for meat (protein), man has been a hunter. And now, even after all this time, the urge to hunt continues to be thoroughly engrained in our DNA.

Anthropologists agree that the protein in our ancestors’ diets, derived mainly from animals they hunted for their meat, has played a major part in our evolution as a species and is the main factor for how our brains continued to grow as we evolved as a species. Just imagine where the human race would be today if our ancestors had not killed other animals for food.

From all those ages ago, right up until only a few generations back, it was normal everyday behavior for humans to hunt, mainly to feed their families, but also to satisfy a deep-seated need that could arguably be described as pleasure. There can be no argument that it is a pleasurable experience to do something you enjoy while providing for your family.

In The Ultimate Guide to Cooking Wild Game, you will find general information and hunting tips for twenty-five common North American game animals. The animals’ origin, range, migration, and travel patterns, life-span, size and weight, typical habitat, and desired foods are included to further educate along with suggested hunting methods and reasons the particular animal makes for excellent table fare.

Statistics prove there are also many health benefits of consuming wild game meat. First, there is hardly any fat in wild game. If you have doubt, simply make a meatloaf with wild game and a meat loaf made with ground beef from the supermarket. The grease that pools in the bottom of the Pyrex dish when meatloaf is made with ground beef should be proof that flavor reigns supreme in wild game. The low-fat content from wild game can be attributed to the active lifestyle and natural nutrition of such animals. Secondly, you won’t find hormones and antibiotics in wild game meat, which is one of the more significant benefits that compel more and more health-conscious carnivores to favor wild game. Wild game also has the edge when it comes to flavor. Exercise boosts blood circulation, which boosts flavor. So, an active, wild animal’s meat is likely tougher than a less active, farm-raised animal’s meat, but it’s also packed with more flavor compounds. It’s also worth noting that overcoming a tough cut of meat often means slow cooking. It’s an easily accessible solution. Slow cooking gave us BBQ pork shoulders, and who’s not in favor of that? Lastly, along with delectable flavor comes the benefit of essential fats like omega-6 and omega-3, which are critical components of a healthy diet. The mixture of fats found in wild game meat helps lower cholesterol and reduce other chronic disease risk. In the pages ahead, you will find seventy-five savory, easy-to-make recipes for cooking wild game. From Roasted Rabbit Chili (page 29) and Black Bear Meatloaf (page 53) to an Antelope Summer Salad (page 87) and Kung Pao Pheasant (page 137), each dish is also paired with a suggested wine to further enhance your dining experience among friends and family.

Experts in the field of anthropology from around the world anticipate that the instinct and urge to hunt and feast on one’s kill will be with humans for thousands of years to come. Even though a great deal of “modern humans” don’t actually hunt at all and have not had to do so for many generations, we can expect hunting as an instinct to continue rising to the surface in modern humanity.

In some instances, man appears to have gone from the once mighty hunter/gatherer to little more than a scavenger. It could be argued that, in some respects, modern humans have actually started to devolve. How many people do you know who are happy to eat meat from the supermarket where they do their hunting and gathering, but would give us a hard time for killing our own game meat? Plenty of them are out there, willing to scavenge their meat from someone else—someone they contracted to do the killing for them—and that’s perfectly acceptable as long as they respect our right to do it ourselves.

So, good hunter, rejoice in the knowledge that the hunting we do is a normal and natural, biologically human behavior, whether we hunt animals on dry land or hunt fish in the rivers or oceans. Whether we hunt for food, for pleasure, or for environmental management, know we are just reacting to an innate human instinct that has been with mankind and our predecessors for hundreds of thousands of years and one that will be with us for many more years to come. The fact that we gain pleasure from hunting and fishing is something that we should all take pride in. As the noted Spanish philosopher Jose Ortega y Gasset stated: “One does not hunt in order to kill, on the contrary, one kills in order to have hunted.” Enjoy the hunt, as well as the taste and flavor of your successes!
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FIELD DRESSING EQUIPMENT—SMALL AND LARGE GAME

Once you have successfully identified and targeted your specific game, thanks to the insights of this book, the real work will begin if you have downed your animal. For small game and birds, the task isn’t terribly daunting, but field dressing an elk or moose and packing out 100 or 200 pounds of meat along with your gear takes considerably more effort. To help make your haul-out as easy as can be, below is a general list for what you should carry on your next hunting trip to properly field dress your game. To make the task even easier, hunt with a friend, which allows for a much more efficient and safe process for packing out the meat.

MARKING TAPE

Marking tape, particularly photodegradable tape that breaks down over time when exposed to sunlight, is good to have on hand when your shot isn’t perfect. Rather than dropping in its tracks, a wounded animal, as the result of a bad shot, may run for twenty yards or two miles. Having a roll of tape on hand will allow you to mark the track of the injured animal (via blood, hair, etc.) rather than trying to remember the location of those signs, especially if you’re hunting in thick vegetation or near dark.

CUTTING TOOLS

Hunting Knife:

This can be as varied as you’d like, from a classic folding hunting knife to elaborate knives with replaceable blades. It’s good practice to have a bright handle on your knife, like blaze orange. This makes your knife much easier to find, especially when buried in the animal or in vegetation.

Knife Sheath:

A sheath protects your knife and yourself when the blade is not in use. Always good to have on hand.

Sharpener:

A must when cutting up your bounty. Always make sure your knife is razor sharp before using. If you prefer a knife with replaceable blades, plan for 1 or 2 blades per animal, and maybe another to keep on hand as a spare.


Gut Hook:

This tool quickly cuts through thick skin, saving your knife’s blade for the meat. However, a sharp knife will work just fine, especially when you’re packing your gear in and out and weight is of the utmost importance. If you opt for a gut hook, select a lightweight model.

Bone Saw:

Not necessary, but some hunters prefer to carry one. All depends on your method of field dressing.

OTHER EQUIPMENT

Cords or Rope:

Handy for hanging meat to cool while making trips out or filling other tags.

Game Bags:

Game bags are ideal to keep your meat clean and cool when packing out in the field. In a pinch, you can use pillowcases.

Gloves:

Those blue disposable Nitrile gloves are inexpensive while keeping your hands clean and warm. Figure a couple pairs per animal.

Ground Cloth:

Whether you’re using a nylon tarp or an old bed sheet, a ground cloth helps keep your meat clean and out of the dirt.

Light-Weight Sled:

Great when field dressing in deep snow. A sled definitely makes it easier to transport the weight and haul out, especially heavy loads. If there’s a place you can stash the sled close by while hunting, even better.

Pack Liners:

The 2mm- or 3mm-thick trash compactor bags work well to line your pack and bags to prevent blood and stains from ruining your gear. Pack a couple for field dressing and keep a couple extra in your vehicle.

Zip Ties:

Great for many uses, such as connecting your hunting license to your game while field dressing.



FIELD DRESSING EQUIPMENT—WILD GAME BIRDS

Always check the regulations regarding the field dressing of waterfowl and game birds in the state you’re hunting, as regulations vary from state to state. For example, some states require that the head and a wing remain on waterfowl to determine the sex and species while in other regions you may have to leave the head on a cock pheasant.

PLUCKING VERSUS SKINNING

Many hunters prefer to pluck their upland birds and skin their waterfowl. The decision is entirely up to you. Both types of game birds can be plucked or skinned. Plucking your birds leaves the skin on and makes for a tastier meal by sealing in natural juices, but it may leave annoying pinfeathers or down. Skinning, meanwhile, allows you to clean your birds faster and makes it easier to remove the heavy fat under the skin that adds an oily taste to the meat. However, it’s often difficult to keep the meat moist while cooking.

EQUIPMENT

When field dressing game birds, there isn’t too much equipment and tools involved, as opposed to field dressing large game like elk or moose.

Sharp Hunting Knife (with sharpening stone or replaceable blades and sheath):

As noted previously, in the small and large game field dressing equipment list, a sharp hunting knife is a must, especially when removing the bird’s head, feet, and wings, and then gutting the animal.

Snipping Shears or Scissors:

This tool is useful for cutting off wings and legs of larger birds such as geese, ducks, and turkeys, but isn’t essential.


OTHER EQUIPMENT

Game Bags:

Small game bags are ideal to keep your birds clean and cool when packing out in the field. In a pinch, you can use pillowcases.

Gloves:

Again, blue disposable Nitrile gloves are inexpensive while keeping your hands clean and warm. Figure a couple pairs depending on how many birds you are cleaning.

Ground Cloth:

Whether you’re using a nylon tarp or an old bed sheet, a ground cloth helps keep your birds clean and out of the dirt.

Pack Liners:

The 2-mm or 3-mm-thick trash compactor bags work well to line your pack and bags to prevent blood and stains from ruining your gear. Pack a couple for field dressing and keep a couple extra in your vehicle.
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OPTIMAL WORKSPACE

Now that your field-dressed game is finally home, it’s time to create the perfect workspace for butchering the meat. Ensuring the counters and work surfaces are clean and organized helps keep the process running smoothly and efficiently while also guaranteeing the meat is preserved to the best of your ability. The best cleaning products, from salt and lemon or vinegar and water, to more chemical-based cleaners and bleach, all have their part in keeping your surfaces sanitized. Using natural cleaners on wood is best, as it’s porous; soaking a cutting board in lemon juice and salting overnight will prevent bacteria from growing quickly when using a board over the course of a day. Washing knives and tools when switching between cuts, and keeping surfaces wiped clean as you work will also keep your surface as clean as possible.

Sharpening knives and tools the day before you plan to butcher is good practice, as is keeping essential tools close at hand. Arranging your knives and tools in order of use, and from the most used to least used, is also important when butchering so nothing is far from reach. Wearing a designated apron or work coat also helps keep the area clean and prevents the transfer of bacteria to other areas of your kitchen or home. Washing your apron in hot water when changing types of meat, as well as when you’re finished for the day, will also keep bacteria from wandering and cross-contaminating.

Once your meat is wrapped and stored (information about this follows), disinfect all of your cutting boards, counters, and surfaces as if you’re just beginning. Splatters can reach farther than expected, and keeping a kitchen clean is the foundation of ensuring that every meal is prepared to food-safe best practices.

Before butchering, dry or wet aging your meat is a best practice to ensure that the connective tissue has had a chance to break down and the muscle fibers have had time to denature. It’s also important to ensure that the meat stays a consistent 34°F to 37°F for the days or weeks that the meat ages. Wet aging is usually easiest for the home butcher, as the wet aging process happens after the meat has been butchered and allowed to thaw. Keep the meat in its vacuum-sealed bag for up to two weeks after it’s removed from the freezer. Dry aging requires larger hanging spaces, as the meat needs to be hung in large pieces before the butchering and preserving process is finished. This is easy for a commercial butchery with a walk-in fridge, although most home butchers don’t have that luxury.


PROPER PACKAGING AND STORAGE
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Vacuum-sealing meat, especially poultry, rabbit, and smaller game, is preferable, as it prevents meat from being exposed to the air for long periods of time. Freezer-burned flesh doesn’t cook well and has an unsatisfactory taste, and all of the natural moisture from the meat has evaporated. Vacuum-sealing is also preferable for larger cuts of game if wet aging is desired, although this method can be challenging because excess liquid in the vacuum bag can ruin the seal. Otherwise, for large cuts of meat, butcher paper works perfectly well. Wrapping the meat twice prevents freezer burn and is also much more economical when working with larger animals.

Using a Sharpie-style marker will ensure that dates don’t freeze off and won’t bleed through to the meat. Write on the paper or bag before the meat is added—temperature changes can cause the marker to smudge before the ink is set. Always use freezer tape or string to close the packages; masking tape or duct tape will come loose in the cold freezer. On each package, write the cut of meat, date and use-by date, as well as any additional storage information or what you’d like to use the meat for (“beef strips for stir-fry”). This will help prevent mystery meat from appearing a year later and cuts going unused at their optimal time.

When storing meat in the refrigerator, place in a bottom drawer. This keeps other fresh ingredients in your refrigerator safe and clean from any bleeding or dripping and ensures a more consistent and cooler temperature. Keeping the same labeling system and rotation in both the refrigerator and the freezer is also a best practice.


REFRIGERATOR AND FREEZER SPACE
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Labeling and creating your own best practice system for storage in the refrigerator and freezer is important to ensure nothing goes to waste. Place cuts of meat that need to be used first on the top right of the freezer and larger cuts in the bottom left. Rotating through your meat helps prevent freezer burn and the inevitable reality of losing cuts to the bottom of the freezer. Packaging by portion size, based on your family’s typical eating habits, guarantees that what is thawed will be consumed. Erring on the side of smaller package portions—for example, two steaks are better than six—is best practice so you don’t thaw more than you need that day.

How long should meat be kept in the refrigerator or freezer?

Different cuts of meat often determine the amount of time it can safely be stored in the refrigerator or freezer. For maximum quality, steaks and roasts, along with those smaller cuts for stir-fry and kabobs, should be refrigerated no more than 3 or 4 days; in the freezer, no more than 6 to 12 months. For ground meat, 1 or 2 days in the refrigerator or 3 to 4 months in the freezer.

Should you want to store your cooked wild game leftovers, figure 3 or 4 days in the refrigerator or 2 to 3 months in the freezer.

For cured meats and game sausages, it’s best to only store in the refrigerator for about 1 week. It is not advised to freeze these cured cuts, so try to prepare only the amount you intend to eat within the week.



DEFROSTING AND FOOD SAFETY

Finally, the time has come to feast on the meat you have worked so hard to obtain. To make your experience as best as it can be, follow these general guidelines for defrosting and handling your stored game.

For the best quality, defrost the meat you intend to use in the refrigerator, never at room temperature. Simply place the frozen package on a suitable plate or tray to catch any juices and place in the refrigerator.

Defrosting times in the refrigerator (set between 35°F and 40°F) vary depending on the cuts of meat you’re defrosting. If you have very small cuts or strips for, say, stir-fries and kabobs, defrosting in the refrigerator for 24 hours should yield a proper thaw. For ground meat and steaks, 12 hours or overnight should do the trick. According to the USDA, ground meat can be defrosted in the microwave if it’s cooked within the same day, but microwave defrosting is not encouraged. If you plan to defrost small roasts or chunks of meat, figure about 3 to 5 hours per pound for a proper thaw. Large cuts and roasts can take up to 4 to 7 hours per pound.

KEEPING IT CLEAN

To avoid cross-contamination and prevent foodborne illnesses while defrosting or handling your defrosted game meat, the following best practices are advised:

• Wash your hands well in hot, soapy water before and after handling raw meat and other fresh foods.

• Keep raw meat and meat juices away from other foods, both in the refrigerator and during preparation.

• Wash all utensils, cutting surfaces, and counters with hot, soapy water after contact with raw meat.

• Keep carving boards separate from other food preparation areas and serving platters.

What about upland birds, waterfowl, and other forms of poultry?

Like chicken, the handling of your game birds is equally as important. Learning how to properly defrost birds only takes a few moments. Many say proper defrosting won’t only make your meal taste better, but it will ensure you feel good after eating it. And this statement is important. Foodborne illness is dangerous, and birds, like chicken, have the potential to make you sick if not handled correctly. According to the USDA, the strains of bacteria most likely to be found on raw poultry are: Salmonella, E. coli, Staphylococcus aureus, and Listeria monocytogenes.

Practicing proper thawing methods and cooking poultry to an internal temperature of 165ºF (74ºC) will considerably reduce your risks.

To properly defrost your frozen game birds, never thaw on your kitchen counter. Bacteria thrive at room temperature.

Also, never rinse your frozen game birds under running water. This can splash bacteria around your kitchen, leading to cross-contamination.

To thaw your game birds correctly, and this is according to the USDA, the three suggested defrosting methods are:

Refrigerator:

This method requires the most preparation, but it’s the most highly recommended. Birds like duck or a goose can take a full day to thaw, so plan your meals in advance. Once thawed, the birds can remain in the refrigerator for a day or two before cooking.

Cold Water:

For your frozen upland birds or waterfowl, place the bird(s) in a leakproof plastic bag. This will stop the water from damaging the meat tissue as well as any bacteria from infecting the food. Fill a large bowl or your kitchen sink with cold water. Submerge the bagged chicken. Change out the water every 30 minutes. This method should take 2 to 3 hours for a properly thawed bird.

Microwave:

This is the fastest method, but remember: Your birds must be cooked immediately after you thaw using a microwave. That’s because microwaves heat poultry to a temperature between 40°F and 140ºF (4.4°C and 60ºC), which bacteria thrive in. Only cooking the birds to proper temperatures will kill the potentially dangerous bacteria. As mentioned previously, this method is not recommended and should be considered as a last resort.

Note: According to the USDA, it’s perfectly safe to cook poultry without thawing it. The drawback? The cooking process will take much longer—usually about 50 percent longer.
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MEAT AND WINE PAIRINGS

After the butchering process is complete and all your hard work is finally pulled from the freezer and properly defrosted, the second part of the story (and this book) begins. Preparing and enjoying all the delicious cuts of prized meat, from brining and marinating to quick searing and roasting—this book is filled with wonderful recipes, ideas, and suggestions graciously contributed by chefs, home cooks, and avid food bloggers across the country. Each dish is also paired with wine, a process that is an art unto itself.

A traditional rule of thumb: the color of meat should be paired with the like color of wine. This rule is a basic premise, although it doesn’t always hold true. A rich, delicious elk tenderloin needs a wine to stand up to it, not something that will hide or disappear behind the flavor of the meat. Therefore, a Chardonnay or Riesling probably won’t be the best to pair, while a Cabernet Sauvignon, Bordeaux blend, or Zinfandel would bring out the brightness and richness of the meat and complement perfectly. On the flip side, a tender rabbit loin would be overpowered by a rich, bold red wine, so a buttery Chardonnay would be delightful. Also, always consider the sauces and sides you’re serving with the meal, as well, as this can also influence the perfect pairing. Quail in a richly spiced tomato sauce would pair exceptionally well with a Pinot Noir or Beaujolais Nouveau, while an antelope or wild boar tenderloin seared and served with an apple or fruit sauce would be better served by a sauvignon blanc or Gewürztraminer. Tasting the wine before serving and tasting the similar qualities between the dishes and the meat is the best way to ensure the pairing is ideal. Finding familiar grape varietals also helps ensure that your wine won’t overpower the food and vice versa. The reality is, perfect pairings do enhance a dish, although the best wine is the one you like the most.

From hunting your favorite game animal and butchering the meat at home, to enjoying a delicious meal around the table, this book is a comprehensive guide to bagging your game and cooking the cuts you’ve stored, while sharing the experience among friends and family, over—what else? Of course, a wonderful glass of wine. Salut!




COOKING WILD GAME: ANIMAL PROFILES & RECIPES


SMALL GAME
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HARE

Lepus

Hares (a.k.a. Jackrabbits) are a completely different species than rabbits. There are eight species of jackrabbits found in North America, including black-tailed, white-tailed, antelope, white-sided, snowshoe (the smallest hare, which is also known as the varying hare), Arctic tundra, and European. In general, their range spans across much of the western half of the United States and south into Mexico. These different species of hares can reach weights from about 4 pounds (black-tailed jacks) to 15 pounds (Arctic hares).

A hare’s diet mainly consists of plant matter, wildflowers, a variety of weeds, seeds, vegetables, and fruit, with grass being one of the hare’s most preferred foods. Some hares, like snow jacks, have peculiar eating habits in that they eat meat and fish, mostly during the winter.

Many hunters prefer shooting hares rather than cottontails because their large size provides more meat. There are several different ways to hunt hares, but the primary strategy is to hunt them with dogs. The most popular hunting dog breed for hares is the beagle. The large beagle, up to 15 inches at the shoulder, has little trouble tracking hares through deep snow, piles of brush, or heavy thickets and forcing hares out of the cover and past the hunter. Some hare hunters even prefer to use basset hounds or bluetick hounds, as they can keep up the chase with fast-running hares.

Other hare-hunting tactics include drives, still-hunting, and stand-hunting. Hares can be effectively driven from cover by a hunter. To employ this method, locate brush piles, thickets, or other types of thick cover. One hunter walks slowly through, stopping often to kick twigs and branches. The second hunter sets up in an opening away from the brush, waiting to shoot any hare bent on escaping. A 16- or 20-gauge shotgun is the ideal firearm for this strategy. Drives often produce a lot of fast action and anticipation—sometimes ending in laughter, as the hunters are left cussing at the hare that just escaped their plan unscathed.

Another hunting tactic is for a lone hunter to still-hunt for hares. Begin by looking for tracks and poop. Snow makes locating hare tracks a lot easier. Tracks usually lead to where hares are lying up. Generally, hares head for thick edge-cover in the hardwoods—places where hunters might look for grouse. Most times, these areas can be found in low-lying cedar swamps, the edges of beaver ponds, old grown-over fruit orchards, and other secluded places that provide food and cover from predators. A 12-gauge shotgun is an ideal firearm to use, as the hare usually escapes through a lot of thick cover.

Because hares nest above ground instead of using underground burrows, they tend to respond to danger differently than rabbits. Instead of seeking shelter underground, hares explode from their nest and, using their longer and stronger hind legs, run off at high speeds to escape danger. Jackrabbits and speed-jacks got their nicknames because of how fast they can run. They have been clocked at speeds ranging from 30 to 45 mph, and they can leap up to 10 feet at a single bound—making the hunting action fast and frantic on both dogs and hunters. Only keen reflexes and a dead-eye shot will consistently fill a hunter’s game bag when shooting at fast-running hares.

Hare hunting with or without dogs requires a good set of snowshoes. In open terrain, some hunters even use cross-country skis. It also pays to dress in layered clothing, have waterproof footwear, warm gloves, hat, and insulated long-johns. A quality pair of sunglasses are a must when the ground is covered in bright snow.

Hare meat is considered red meat, like beef. It is dark in color, and its strong flavor tastes like the dark meat of other wild game. The legs always should be cooked with moist, slow-cooking methods to help tenderize them. Hare saddles can be cooked rare. A hare can also be cut into five pieces (backstrap, two forequarters, and two hindquarters) or it can be cooked whole like a chicken. Hares can also be fried, baked, grilled, roasted, or slow-cooked. But, because of their strong-flavored meat, cooking methods can include full-bodied wines and dried fruits.



HARE BRAISED IN RED WINE

SERVES 2

1 hare, skinned, gutted, washed, and sectioned into 8 pieces

Marinade (see following page)

1 teaspoon small game spice blend, ground (coriander, black pepper, onion, juniper, pepper, pink peppercorns, cardamom, thyme)

Salt and black pepper, to taste

All-purpose flour, as needed

8 tablespoons clarified butter (or duck fat), divided

2 cups chicken stock

2 cups small yellow onions, peeled

2 cups button mushrooms

2 tablespoons balsamic vinegar

Italian flat-leaf parsley, optional, for garnish

Marinade

2 cups red wine

1 yellow onion, peeled and chopped

1 carrot, peeled and chopped

1 celery stalk, chopped

2 tablespoons wine vinegar

4 cloves garlic, peeled and chopped

1 tablespoon small game spice blend (coriander, black pepper, onion, juniper, pepper, pink peppercorns, cardamom, thyme)
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