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Foreword

Man’s Connection with Venison from Past to Present

On a windy, biting cold day more than 32,000 years ago a small band of big-game hunters found themselves huddled near a driftwood fire on the Kamchatka Peninsula in northern Siberia.

Modern scholars will later refer to that period as The Last Ice Age. Moreover, to put that time frame into perspective, it should be noted that the bow and arrow will not be invented for another 22,000 years. Pilgrims will not wade ashore in Massachusetts for another 310 centuries.

The Siberian hunters are nomads, they are hungry, and due to events about to unravel, their destination is unknown even to them. The only life they know is that of following the region’s massive herds of caribou, bison, and mammoth as they migrate northward during summer, then south again at the approach of winter. During the summers the band of hunters, accompanied by women and children, supplement their spartan diets with flower buds and bird eggs, and during the winters they grub for roots. But year-round, the meat of the big-game animals they kill is their primary staple, while animal hides serve their clothing and shelter needs.

On this particular day, the strategy of these early nomads is, as usual, fairly well defined. Upon spotting a herd of caribou, the men quickly don antlered hoods to make themselves less conspicuous and then split into two groups, one of which slowly approaches and begins to mingle with the animals as they placidly graze upon lichens and moss. Then, when given a hand signal, the second group, this one consisting of the women and children, diverts the attention of the caribou with loud shouts, allowing the men to rush unsuspecting, nearby animals and plunge long spears into their bellies and ribs.

Three of the beasts stagger and then fall from their wounds and the hunters quickly reduce the meat to large chunks with knives consisting of flint blades hafted to short stick handles. The women and children meanwhile use the sharp edges of clam shells to scrape flesh from the hides before rubbing them with a mixture of tallow and brains to prevent the skins from hardening.

Later, after retreating from the raw weather to their skin tents, they use strips of sinew and needles made from antler slivers to begin fashioning boots, knee-length parkas, and replacement panels for their worn shelters.

Since fuelwood is scarce on the tundra, much of the meat is eaten raw. Small quantities that are to be saved for the journey ahead are sun-dried.

The Siberian hunters have no idea that this fateful year they will not be completing their return trip south, for they are about to become actors in a drama of discovery. The wandering herds of big-game animals continue onward still farther north, entering a narrow isthmus of land later to be named Beringia, and the hunters follow. It is a dry-land bridge, newly created when glacial activity reached its peak and locked up in ice millions of cubic miles of precipitation that would normally have gone into the oceans.The absence of this water lowered the level of the Bering Sea more than three hundred feet, enough to turn the shallows of the Bering Strait into a dry corridor connecting the continents of Asia and North America.

As the migrating herds of caribou and mammoth pass across the narrow fifty-six-mile land bridge, their numbers are squeezed together and the hunters have little trouble sandwiching small groups of animals between men armed with spears. Fuel, in the form of driftwood washed ashore, is now plentiful, and entire animal haunches are roasted over crackling flames in a community fire pit.

Now, let’s fast-forward 5,000 years. Man is still a primitive creature and is not destined to invent the wheel for yet another 22,000 years. Christ will not be born for another 27,000 years. And Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese sailors will not make various claims of discovering the New World for another 230 centuries, yet already the northern hemisphere of that continent is being populated by the first true Americans. They are descendants of the nomadic big-game hunters from Asia, and upon completing their journey across the Beringia land bridge they find terrain they’ve never encountered before. To the north are polar seas and vast sheets of ice more than a mile thick. To the west is sub-arctic tundra, and to the south a combination of rain forests, fjords, and expansive mountain ranges.

Over the course of the next 10,000 years, many of these tribes continue to infiltrate what is now interior Alaska. In time they call themselves either “Eskimos” or “Aleuts,” but by any name their foremost means of subsistence remains big-game hunting. Although a small percentage of these hunters choose to remain in their newly settled homeland, larger numbers of their brethren continue their nomadic lifestyles and continue south. Eventually their sons and daughters will skirt the unglaciated foothills of what is now called the Brooks Range. From there, grandchildren of those sons and daughters will press onward down the valley of the MacKenzie River and onto the broad plains east of the Rockies. Future generations will take a different route, following the later-named Yukon Valley southward through British Columbia and into what are now Washington and Oregon states. Their common bond is that none of them know the steadily retreating glaciers behind them are now melting and clogging northern river systems that drain into the ocean. Nor do they know that the Bering Sea is slowly rising again and thereby swallowing the dry-land bridge Beringia, sealing their fate and forevermore preventing them from returning to their ancestral homelands in Asia.

Future descendants of the earliest hunters continue to live by the daily rule of “hunt or starve,” and by the year 12,000 B.C. they’ll have gradually drifted still farther south into what will later be California and the desert Southwest. In canyon cliffs, some hunters are beginning to build multistory housing complexes which their Navajo descendants will later call pueblos. Other hunters, still restless from their ingrained nomadic heritage, push eastward onto the plains, where they live in huts fabricated from bark and grass. Still others penetrate what will later be Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, and the Dakotas. From there, their great-grandchildren will push into the lush Missouri, Mississippi, and Ohio River valley regions and then on to the Atlantic Coast.

By now, glaciers have continued to retreat to the extent that the landscape of the Americas, once two-thirds covered with water, is becoming drier with every passing century. Creatures previously acclimated to expansive miles of bogs and marshlands seem unable to adapt to their changing environments, and over the next several thousand years hundreds of species succumb to nature’s timetable and become extinct. In their places other species, previously fewer in number, begin to thrive as the changing habitat now becomes conducive to their particular needs.

Wherever marginal wetlands still remain, there is Cervacles, an ancestor of our present-day moose, along with beaver and otter. At times, hundreds of thousands of plover and other waterfowl species form living blankets on these waters, and at the slightest disturbance stain the entire sky black for endless periods. On the prairies vast herds of bison, elk, and antelope graze upon sedges and broomgrass, and mature forestlands that spring up become inhabited by bears, foxes, turkeys, and coyotes.

Man is still a hunter, but in his travels he has begun to relish the comfort of the warmer southern climes; with the arrival of each summer he finds himself more and more reluctant to follow the caribou herds back to the polar regions of the far North. In making this decision, his acquired taste for venison is not satisfied except for those infrequent times when he succeeds in driving Cervacles up to its withers in deep swamp muck, where the hapless creature may then be dispatched with spears.

All along there have long been other types of deer on the hoof–mule deer, blacktails, and whitetails, all of which developed sometime in the Pleisto cene Epoch more than 700,000 years ago–but with the majority of the landscape now either deeply wooded or open prairie, the habitat is not attuned to their browsing preference and this keeps their numbers to a minimum. Also, the hunters quickly learn that these deer are so swift, alert, and elusive that attempting to sneak close enough to fell one of the cunning animals with a spear is largely a futile endeavor.

For the time being, man therefore contents himself with the pursuit of bison. They’re available in enormous numbers, the meat is good, the hides are warm, and the animals have poor vision, making them relatively easy prey. Hunting is still largely a cooperative effort, and entire herds of bison are stampeded over the edges of cliffs and into deep gullies where their falling, crushing weight spells their demise.

We’re still in what modern archaeologists call Prehistory, an early period of time for which there are no written records.What we know–and there’s often heated debate among scientists as to exactly what happened, when, and where–has been pieced together through carbon-dating examination of man’s rudimentary hunting tools, kill sites, and the camps he established.

Now fast-forward 10,000 years. Man still depends heavily upon the killing of animals for food, but instead of tirelessly pursuing herds of big game, he is spending much of the year living in semi-permanent communities. Anthropologists will later refer to these people as Paleo-Indians, although individual tribes such as the Llano, Folsom, Clovis, and Plano cultures become as widespread geographically as they are diverse in customs. Following, in thousands of years, will be the Archaic-Indians, and these in turn will be followed by the predominant Adena and Hopewell cultures of the Woodland-Indian period. Not until sometime around A.D. 1500 will these hunters and gatherers be labeled “American Indians” or “Native Americans.”

It’s the Paleo-Indian hunters that are first to reacquaint themselves with venison. The reunion comes about through the birth of the atlatl, an ingenious device that allows an individual to throw his spears far greater distances and with greater speed than was previously possible with strictly hand-thrown weaponry.

By description, an atlatl is a two-foot-long wooden handle with a bone hook on one. The butt of a six-foot-long spear is then hollowed out to accept the atlatl’s hook. By grasping the atlatl’s handle in the palm, and supporting the spear above with two raised fingers, the Indian achieves an extension of his arm–gaining a distinct mechanical advantage–that allows him to take a much wider arc in swinging his arm and thereby propel the spear three times faster than otherwise, and with surprising accuracy.

The invention of this unique device comes at an opportune time because herds of bison, while still in evidence, are steadily diminishing in number. The Indians subsequently shift their interests to elk, antelope, and deer, which now, through the aid of the atlatl, can be taken with a higher degree of regularity. Worth noting is that it’s the whitetail and mule deer that now begin receiving the focus of attention, for the hunters quickly learn that elk and antelope prefer open prairie ground where they are difficult to approach, and if unduly molested they will run for miles. The deer, on the other hand, cling to the edges of thick cover and can be ambushed from close range.

It’s also interesting to note that the so-called “arrowheads” one commonly sees today in museums and sometimes even finds during the course of outdoor adventures aren’t really arrowheads at all; the bow and arrow, while in full use in Europe and throughout the Middle East, is not destined to arrive on the North American scene for yet another 9,000 years. Thus, so-called arrowheads, which are much too large to have been used to tip arrows, should more accurately be referred to as spearheads, as they were initially used to tip hand-thrown weapons and then later those hurled through the assistance of an atlatl. True arrowheads, not to be used by American Indians until much later, were tiny, seldom more than one-half inch in length, as anything heavier and larger would have greatly impeded an arrow’s flight.

Now let’s turn our time machine on again to bring us to A.D. 1290, when various forms of the word “veneison” begin appearing in common use among English sailors. Derived from the Latin venatio, meaning “the fruits of the hunt,” the first known incidence of its use is found in a ship’s log dated May 10. On that date the Captain of the Seahawk, bound for Madrid, penned a notation in the provision’s ledger, “to Huy nomen with heom into heore schip i-novz bred and wyn, venesun of heort and hynd, and of wild swyn, reminding himself to take onboard for the journey enough bread and wine, venison of male and female deer, and wild boar.”

For the next one hundred years there is no uniform spelling of the word, nor specific definition, and its pronunciation varies: uneysun, venysoun, wenysoun, venson, or vinzun. Sometimes the reference is to deer, but other times it is used to describe boar, hare, rabbit, or the red meat of almost any other wild animal.

It’s sometime around 1400 that “venison” is gradually being refined to mean solely the meat of deer. The first of these explicit references comes from the rural English countryside where Squire Lowe Degre, after a successful hunt, describes the eating of Storkes and snytes and venyson freshe of bucke and do. Then, in 1598, an author known only as “Manwood” writes in the English journal Lawes Forest that Amongst the common sort of people, nothing is accompted (equal to) the venison fleshe of Red and Fallow Deere.

During this same time frame, in the Americas, various Indian cultures from coast to coast have almost entirely abandoned the use of the atlatl for throwing their spears. They’ve learned from foreign traders that much smaller shafts only two feet in length can be propelled with astonishing speed and accuracy by using a flexible length of wood drawn tense with sinew stretched between the opposite ends. The bow and arrow allows hunters to begin enjoying venison more frequently than ever before.

It’s time to fast-forward again, now to the year 1620. It was one hundred twenty-eight years ago that Christopher Columbus landed his ships Santa Maria, Pinta, and Nina on the shores of the Bahamas. But 1620 is a hallmark year when William Bradford and his Pilgrim followers establish Plymouth Colony on the shore of Cape Cod Bay in Massachusetts. They find the countryside profusely wooded and inhabited by “savages” and numerous wildlife species.

The Indians–Delawares, Penobscots, Iroquois–have long since become proficient with their bows and arrows, but deer are not plentiful in the climax forests east of the Appalachians, so the Indians often employ ganghunting tactics for acquiring their venison. Sometimes they form long lines that advance through miles of wooded tracts, the “drivers” beating hollow gourds against tree trunks to make whitetails flee in the direction of other hunters waiting in ambush farther ahead. Another ploy is setting fire to the woodlands, and as the wind fans the blaze, the hunters wait along downwind vantage points for alarmed deer to come racing by. Still other times deer are driven into lakes or wide rivers, where they are helpless and duly clubbed by Indians in canoes. Many of the deer are roasted whole over enormous fires to feed entire villages where all are clothed in durable, lightweight buckskin.

The Pilgrims quickly learn to savor the New World’s venison, using a forerunner of the shotgun, called a blunderbuss, which has a flared muzzle that sprays a lethal charge of lead balls when an ounce of black powder is ignited by a spark.

While Indians are cooking their venison over open fires, and occasionally in clay jars filled with water, the colonists use heavy, black implements they call “cast iron,” which they have brought with them from the Old World. There are high-sided frypans and bowl-shaped, three-legged pots with capacities ranging from only one quart to huge vessels holding twenty-five gallons. But the classic Dutch oven, fitted with a wire bail and a concave lid with a flange around the perimeter for holding coals, will not gain widespread fame for another one hundred fifty years, when pioneers begin heading west in Conestoga wagons.

As individual family units and small groups of settlers sever their umbilical ties with the New England colonies in order to explore the new frontier, the eastern whitetail population begins a slow and steady increase–a direct result of dramatic changes brought upon its habitat. For the first time ever, deciduous forests hear the ring of the axe and the clang of plowshares as log cabins are built and wooded tracts are cleared for agricultural purposes. Even the continued burning of woodlands throughout the Midwest as a hunting method by the Cheyenne, Shawnee, and Cherokee is beneficial to the whitetail, for the random, checkerboard elimination of high-canopy forests promotes a variety of regenerative vegetation and understory. As the food dramatically increases, so does the reproductive rate of the deer.

By now, the blunderbuss has been replaced by the Kentucky long rifle, and several decades later these flintlocks will yield to percussion-cap rifles. Men with names such as Boone, Bridger, and Crockett are gaining national acclaim for their hunting exploits and shooting prowess.

In 1816 Eliphalet Remington establishes the Remington Arms Company, and fifteen years after that smokeless powder is born. In 1867 the first rifle bearing the name “Winchester” appears on the market, and the Model 73 becomes one of the frontier’s most popular arms.Venison continues to play an incredibly important role in the diets of pioneer families who rely upon stews as a means of stretching their precious meat.

In 1893 a thirty-year-old genius by the name of Henry Ford invents the gasoline engine, and within the next twenty-four years he will build and sell more than fifteen million automobiles. Sixty years after that man will make use of another type of vehicle, called Apollo, to visit the moon and, as irony would have it, the return flight brings the ship’s orbit down and across the Kamchatka Peninsula and Bering Sea. In 1893, however, frontier families, trappers, traders, and cowboys are still struggling to tame the wild lands west of the Mississippi. Passage of the Homestead Act 30 years earlier has been encouraging them by the thousands to steer their wagons in search of cost-free farmlands.

For several decades buffalo herds have been declining at an alarming rate and this adds to the reliance frontier families place upon venison: East of the Continental Divide it’s whitetail venison, but as westward-bound pioneers penetrate the foothills of the Rockies, mule deer, previously utilized only by Indians, become subjected to intense hunting pressure almost overnight. For forty years, gold-mining camps from Oregon to California have already been making a serious dent in the blacktail population, consuming thousands of tons of the venison every year.

Meanwhile, throughout the East, small settlement towns have long since been transformed into burgeoning cities and trade centers. America is entering an age of unprecedented development and industrialization, and its appetite for venison as a tasty and inexpensive meat source seems to have no bounds.

Numerous states, sensing the venison bubble about to burst, have been attempting correctional measures for many decades. In Virginia, a law has been on the books for a century that prohibits the killing of does. Pennsylvania, Connecticut, and New York have almost simultaneously adopted laws that regulate the seasons during which deer can be harvested. In most cases, seasons are closed from February through August to ensure maximum reproductivity of the animals.Yet although such laws are well-intentioned, they are largely unenforceable.

There is no way to know exactly how many deer the nation possessed before The Great Decline. However, trading company logbooks do exist and give us a vague idea of the enormity of the deer kill during the years 1830 to 1900.

One New York hunter living in the Adirondacks, Thomas Meacham, is known to have killed at least 2,500 deer over a span of twenty-nine years. For eleven consecutive years, an average of 80,000 deer were killed annually in Michigan. A Delaware hunter brought to a trading post eighteen deerskins per week for forty-seven consecutive weeks. Hundreds upon hundreds of barrels of venison and tall stacks of salted hides arrived almost daily in growing eastern cities by freighter canoe, river barge, wagon, and mule train.

To make matters even more tenuous, lavish hotels, restaurants, and boarding houses in New York City, Philadelphia, St. Louis, and other major cities demanded only prime cuts of venison to please their wealthy clientele. Adding to the whitetail’s trouble in the East and Midwest, and the mule deer and blacktail’s predicament in the West, meat buyers in France, Great Britain, and other foreign countries began taking their toll, thereby aggravating an already serious situation. Indeed, eating venison was no longer relegated to serving the subsistence lifestyles of America’s poor rural, but had become a popular pastime in the richest palaces of the world.

Thousands of men found they could earn a better living as market hunters than by remaining in factories or behind horse-drawn plows. They became known as superior marksmen with shooting skills honed to perfection. It became a matter of personal pride to take twenty cartridges hunting and return with twenty deer and not a pound of the choicest “money meat” damaged.

It is now 1900, and the majority of the country’s deer have been either exterminated or pushed into remote regions still not penetrated by mankind on a regular basis. In Pennsylvania, New York, and New Jersey, news that a hunter has succeeded in killing a deer makes front-page headlines, for most people have not even seen a deer in these states for many years and have switched their meat-eating reliance to domesticated livestock. States have just begun keeping records, and many of them are sadly reporting that for all practical purposes deer are extinct in their regions.

Yet amidst this ominous news there is a glimmer of hope, because this is the year the hunter-financed conservation movement is born. Market hunting is outlawed, and nearly all states begin implementing wildlife management programs spearheaded by competent biologists. Prominent naturalists begin coming to the forefront of national attention. Men such as Teddy Roosevelt, his Chief Forester Gifford Pinchot, George-Bird Grinnell, and John Audubon, and organizations such as the Sierra Club and the Boone and Crockett Club call loudly for the establishment of strict seasons and bag limits. Hunters begin buying licenses to fund the work of their state agencies and a new type of occupation–game warden–now employs hundreds. A new era is dawning in which man, for the first time in his history, no longer chooses–or is allowed–to hunt indiscriminately or as a means of subsistence. Deer hunting in particular has become a “sport,” strictly governed by the laws of the states and the rules of fair chase.

With this startling turn in the hunting history of man, deer populations begin to increase slowly in select regions. In those few states where they even begin to flourish, it becomes feasible to live-trap a percentage of the animals and use them for restocking in states where the herds are so depleted that they are unable to increase their kind through natural succession alone.

It is now 1937. The federal government has just implemented the Pittman-Robertson Act (also known as the Federal Aid to Wildlife Restoration Act), partly in response to the requests of sportsmen. Hunters want to do more, and not just for deer and other game species but for all wildlife. They realize that many regions have become so depleted of wildlife that greater financial help is needed than that generated through the sale of hunting licenses alone. Another growing threat to wildlife is also becoming apparent, in the continuing growth of cities and urban areas. Each year, tens of thousands of acres of prime habitat is bulldozed away for housing developments and industrial uses.

Through the Pittman-Robertson Act, dollars contributed by hunters purchase more than four million acres of wildlife habitat in the next forty-five years. An additional one billion dollars is raised through special excise taxes that hunters pay when purchasing firearms, ammunition, and archery equipment, with the money subsequently channeled into management programs that benefit game and non-game species alike. These efforts by hunters and their conservation agencies begin having a tremendous impact upon deer populations nationwide.

It is now 1983. From a low of 350,000 deer at the turn of the century, their numbers have spiraled upward to an astounding seventeen million, which is far more than when Indians and Pilgrims sought their venison. Pennsylvania, which was one of the states that only fifty years ago had to request transplanting stock from other regions due to its virtually nonexistent herd, now boasts a population of more than one million whitetails. Texas leads all other states with more than six million deer–twenty times as many as existed in all the states combined less than sevnty-five years ago!

As further testimony to the success of the conservation movement, many states are beginning to lengthen their seasons and also are allowing–even encouraging–hunters to take does.

It is now 2002 and in New Jersey and portions of New York it is possible almost any evening to see herds of dozens of whitetails grazing placidly in open meadows like so many beef steers.

An Ohio population survey reveals the Buckeye State now is home to half a million whitetails, despite an annual hunter harvest averaging 185,000 animals, and this surge in whitetail numbers is bringing with it many problems; in the most recent twelve-month period there have been nearly 25,000 reports of deer-related vehicle accidents on highways. In many regions east of the Mississippi, soaring deer populations are causing extensive crop damage and, especially near large metropolitan areas, they are invading suburban neighborhoods and decimating expensive ornamental shrubs and trees.

In an attempt to remedy the situation, many states allow hunters who apply for special permits to take ten or more deer per season. In other states, Alabama being just one example, hunters may take one deer per day throughout a lengthy season that spans four months.

In the 30,000 years that have passed since early man first stepped into the New World, he clearly has experienced dramatic cultural and technological changes. Instead of wearing clothes made from caribou hides and sleeping on the dirt floor of a grass hut, modern man wears a three-piece suit of synthetic fibers and lives and works in buildings of concrete, steel, and glass. Instead of a daily philosophy of “hunt or starve,” he has become almost totally reliant upon the agricultural pursuits and livestock-raising efforts of others.

Yet despite these major transformations in his lifestyle, he’s never lost his hunting instinct, for man is fundamentally a predatory animal and no predator’s genetic urges can be entirely dulled by time. As social situations require, he may succeed in temporarily repressing such drives, yet somewhere below the surface of his personality they remain an integral part of his being.

How else to explain the fact that each year an estimated twenty-two million hunters representing a wide cross-section of our modern society venture afield to hunt deer which nationwide now exceed thirty million in number? How else to explain their willingness, in fact eagerness, to endure weather extremes, physical discomfort, and other hardships with no assurance their efforts will culminate in success?

On an individual level, any hunter’s motivations for deer hunting can be examined from many perspectives. But despite the occasional bonus of impressive antlers, the quest for prime venison always has and always will be a primary motivator.

Not only is properly prepared venison delicious but nutritionists say It’s higher in protein and lower in fat than most domesticated meats. For example, 100 grams of trimmed, prime-grade beef has 17.4 grams of protein and 25.1 grams of fat. In comparison, an equal quantity of venison has 21 grams of protein and only four grams of fat. In addition to being low in fat, venison is also low in cholesterol; according to the Department of Agriculture (USDA), only buffalo and ostrich are lower.

Of special importance to health-oriented families, venison is unlike domesticated meats in another important regard: It is not impregnated with artificial coloring dyes, flavor enhancers, preservatives, and numerous other chemical additives that we are just beginning to discover may have long-term damaging effects upon ourselves and our children.

Clearly, man’s quest for venison has been as ageless as time itself; no other food has been as inextricably woven throughout the fabric of his existence in both the New and Old Worlds.

Yet this phenomenon presents an intriguing question. Modern hunters have evolved from knapping their own flint spearheads to using high-tech firearms and hunting bows, so why take the effort to learn how to butcher your own deer? After all, deer processing facilities abound and most of them do a credible job; all that’s necessary is to check a local newspaper’s classified ad section or ask at the nearest general store in the area you’re hunting.

Yet as easy as it is take this path, many hunters harbor mixed feelings about surrendering their animal to a deer processor.

Perhaps heading the list, many individuals feel there’s something lacking in the satisfaction department when they conclude their hunt by bringing home to their family neatly wrapped packages of meat that are labeled, ready for the freezer, and don’t appear entirely unlike those available at the supermarket.

They’d rather bring the entire animal home for view, and then custom-cut their venison to their own preferences and in meal portions best suited to their needs. Equally important, they’d much rather do the work themselves because it represents a further extension of their involvement with and commitment to their favorite outdoor pastime.

Unfortunately, many hunters lack the basic meat-cutting knowledge and self-confidence to attempt to reduce a one hundred-pound-plus animal carcass to succulent table fare.

This book will eliminate that apprehension by walking you through the various, easy steps with down-home logic that will make you wonder what you ever worried about. In little time, butchering your own deer will be a reward in itself, one that is every bit as fulfilling as taking the deer in the first place, and then serving any of the time-tested recipes also found within these pages.

–John Weiss





1

The Selective Deer Hunter

There is certainly no shortage of animals these days. Even trophy bucks abound. In fact, this season an estimated nine hundred of those deer will find their way into the Boone & Crockett or Pope & Young record books. Hunters will take millions of deer nationwide. With such a large number of deer available to the country’s hunters, why shoot an animal that no one except perhaps the family dog will eat? You wouldn’t go to the grocery store and put on a blindfold before making a large meat purchase, and then expect your family to suffer through months of tough, flavorless beef riddled with sinew and gristle. Why take that approach when entering the deer woods?
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This year hundreds of deer will make the record books, while millions of others are destined for home freezers. That’s something our ancestors could only have dreamed about.




Of course, as we saw in the Foreword, early man didn’t have the luxury of being selective in his hunting. When you’re hungry and must rely upon primitive equipment such as a spear to avoid starvation, you can’t be fussy about what you kill. You take what comes along, and you’re grateful for it.

Today’s hunter lives in a different world. Undoubtedly, he owns a freezer that can preserve his game in excellent condition for many months–a distinct advantage over his predecessors. Moreover, early man hunted long and hard most every day of the year, and missed countless shots before eventually collecting game. Yet today’s hunter, equipped with state-of-the-art shooting equipment, enjoys a thousandfold greater success rate in terms of hours spent afield.

We no longer need to hunt in order to eat, and so we no longer need to be opportunists. Yet counterbalancing this to some extent, today’s hunter is restricted by season dates and the number of deer he can take in a given year.

The bottom line is that sensibility will, or at least should, govern the attitude of any hunter. He’ll want to be selective in making his choices, to ensure that the animals he does take offer the best possible eating. If it turns out that the deer a hunter levels his sights upon yields delicious, tender venison and also is a buck with impressive antlers, then that hunter has the best of both worlds.
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Unlike Indians and prehistoric hunters, today’s deer hunter has the liberty of being able to look over many animals and evaluate their condition before deciding which to take.





Judging Tender Deer

Many myths surround the subject of what makes for a tender deer, but professionals in the food industry will tell you that the sex and age of the animal are not the most important considerations.

Components that go into the quality (tenderness and flavor) of virtually any game animal include: (1) the health of the animal at the time it was killed; (2) the diet of the animal throughout the year; (3) the amount of stress the animal was subjected to just prior to its demise; (4) the meat-handling techniques used from field to kitchen; and (5) the cooking method, since different cuts of meat require different cooking techniques. There is nothing a hunter can do to control the diets of deer, since they eat just about anything at one time or another. But over the years I’ve noticed that deer taken from rich agricultural regions, where they undoubtedly fed regularly upon corn, soybeans, alfalfa, oats, wheat, orchard fruits, and truck-garden vegetables, have been fatter and consistently more tender and flavorful than leaner animals killed far back in the hinterland where they subsisted mainly upon twigs, buds, leaves, weed species, wild grasses, and similar native foods.

One thing a hunter can do at the outset is evaluate the health of any animal in question before committing to squeezing the trigger or releasing the bowstring. Evaluating the health of a deer is not difficult, either; it can be accurately determined by merely examining its various body features.

Sometimes this is easier said than done, because few deer are enthusiastic about posing long minutes before a hunter wielding a .270-caliber rifle. And, of course, impulsive hunters who are more interested in shooting and getting their animal on the ground any way they can, and as quickly as possible, obviously have no way of evaluating the quality of their venison until after the fact. By then it’s too late, and they must hope for the best because their hastily made decision is now irreversible.

But many times (I’m talking now about the careful, methodical hunter who plans his strategy and is selective about what he takes home), it is indeed possible to watch a deer for quite a while before deciding whether or not to try and collect it. By doing this, the hunter gains a valuable education for future hunts when he perhaps does not have so much time to look over a particular animal; then his accumulated experiences from the past allow him to merely glance at a deer and instantly know its worth. If and when a particular animal does not measure up to his expectations, he withdraws back into the shadows and continues to hunt, hoping to come across something better. Hunters derive immense pride and satisfaction from this type of hunting philosophy.

In evaluating a given deer, first check the color and condition of the animal’s coat. This should take only a few seconds. Through the warm spring and summer months a deer’s coat is made up of thin, solid, light-reddishbrown-colored hairs that allow body heat to escape and thereby render somewhat of a cooling effect. Later in the season, deer exchange their sum-mer coats for dark-grayish-brown coats of thick, hollow hairs that efficiently trap body heat and provide them with warmth during the winter. These coats, in turn, will be shed sometime the following spring as air temperatures once again begin to climb.
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First check the animal’s coat. It should glisten and be smooth and of uniform color.




If you spot a deer during the fall or winter hunting season and it is still sporting a reddish coat, something is wrong. That animal is not in good health and may not even make it through the coming winter. Unless you like using a linoleum knife to slice your steaks, you should wait for something better to come along.

Even a deer that has its characteristic gray-brown winter coat may be in poor health if that coat looks dull, lusterless, is ruffled in places, and overall has a scraggly looking appearance. This occurs when the coat hairs are no longer being supplied with naturally produced lanolin and other body oils normally secreted by the skin and hair follicles. In any species, this dysfunction is an indication of malnutrition or other ill health.

A deer in prime condition, on the other hand, has a coat that is smooth and thick, of uniform coloration or very gradual blending, with a rich, glossy sheen. There is no mistaking such deer. In fact, from the picture window of my southern Ohio farmhouse, I have a perfect view of our south meadow. And when the angle of the sun is just right, healthy deer seen from a distance actually appear to “shine” like bright lights, as the luster of their coats has a distinct reflective quality. There are often as many as a dozen whitetails on that meadow at the same time, attracted to a seven-acre food plot I’ve sowed into red clover, and I cannot recall ever taking a deer there that was not butterball fat and scrumptious table fare.

After learning to evaluate the condition of a deer’s coat as a benchmark relating to the animal’s health, next study the contours of the animal’s musculature to determine whether the deer is “on the mend” or “on the skids.”

Unlike livestock, which generally gain weight continually, wild animals frequently go through up and down periods during their lives. Winter, for example, is terribly hard on many species living in the North, and spring is generally considered a recovery period. In the deep South or arid West, however, midsummer may be difficult as well, due to heat waves, droughts, and insects and parasites that torment wildlife species; cool weather usually is the tonic that revitalizes them. In any of these situations, some animals may never recover from their setbacks, while others recuperate slowly, and still others bounce back almost immediately. Whatever the case, their present states of health are always reflected in their coats and the contours and shapes of their bodies.

Deer that are slowly and steadily gaining in weight are unanimously far more tender than those that haven’t yet recovered from their setbacks or are slowly deteriorating in both physical health and body weight. A partial explanation for this is that anytime a living organism begins losing weight, fat stores are always the first to go. And it’s the fat (called “marbling” by livestock growers), layered in muscles and woven through the fibers of the meat, that, during cooking, helps to break down that tissue structure and make it tender. Make note, we’re not referring here to the “larding” an animal possesses–those thick layers of fat, usually across the rump and shoulders–but the thin, barely visible streaks of marbling fat between the meat fibers; deer, compared to livestock, are quite lean even when healthy, and losing what little marbling fat they do possess is disastrous to the final eating experience.

A good rule of thumb is to keep the word “round” firmly planted in your mind. Deer are active animals and are never larded or marbled to extremes, as livestock is. Nevertheless, vigorous, healthy, well-fed, tender-eating deer reveal distinctly padded, rotund curvatures no matter which particular area of the anatomy you’re looking at.

Animals on the skids are equally easy to recognize.You’ll be able to see clearly the animal’s ribs through the skin, its vertebrae along the spine, sometimes even the vague outline of its pelvis. Likely, the animal’s neck also will be thin, its muzzle may appear long and narrow rather than short and blocky, and its breastbone, where the lower neck joins the brisket, will protrude sharply outward.

Many times, a deer’s antlers also reveal clues to his health, because food intake always goes first into body growth and maintenance. Only after these requirements have been satisfied are excess nutrients channeled into antler growth and development. Consequently, a buck carrying a rack that is thin, spindly, and whitish may not have been feeding well. Look for thick, wellproportioned main beams and tines that are dark mahogany colored and perhaps white at the tips.You’ll see these characteristics on healthy bucks of all ages, not just on trophies.
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Deer never become as fat as livestock, but do keep the word “round” in mind as a benchmark of the animal’s physical health. (photo by Michigan DNR)




Similarly, antler growth and development is greatly influenced by trace mineral elements (primarily phosphorus and calcium) in the water deer drink. Some regions of the country are quite high in these nutrients while others are quite low. This explains why many specific regions continue, year after year, to produce large numbers of trophy bucks while other areas apparently equal in habitat and food value rarely produce impressive racks; deer in these latter regions may be just as healthy, overall, and just as tender and flavorful, but they simply do not have that little something extra in their diets that is conducive to large antler growth.

So don’t let antlers alone fool you when ascertaining the health and eating qualities of any particular deer. Give the antlers a cursory inspection, to be sure, but let your final judgment be governed by the color and condition of the animal’s coat and the appearance of its musculature. At lot of ballyhoo has also been circulated about killing only “dry” or “barren” does–those not presently lactating or beyond the age of bearing offspring–as their meat is supposedly more tender than that from a doe still capable of reproduction and which nursed newborn earlier in the year.
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As a rule, young deer are more tender than old deer and does are more tender than bucks. This isn’t always the case, however. Factors such as diet and how well certain animals survived the previous winter also play a role in the tenderness of their venison.




Truth be known, it’s virtually impossible for anyone other than a biologist to determine if a doe is barren, and even he is incapable of such magic when the deer is on the hoof and in the wild. Deer biologists tell me they’d very much like to know how some hunters profess to shoot only barren does because it would be a boon to the scientific community. In actual hunting situations, things like this are just not verifiable. It’s a moot point, anyway, because by the time late fall and early winter hunting seasons arrive, does that produced young in the spring have long since weaned their fawns and ceased lactating. Usually, the young ones, now completely independent and capable of surviving on their own, nevertheless continue to follow their mothers around, at least until they go into estrus during the rut and chase them away. Another matter of debate has to do with the eating qualities of bucks in rut. Many deer hunters maintain that rutting bucks are virtually inedible, but the issue is not so cut and dried.

During the rut, males become so amorous they spend little time eating and resting. They’re almost constantly on the move with pent-up sexual energy, the result of a sudden increase in the hormones released by their endocrine glands. In addition to territorial disputes with other bucks, a mature male may successfully breed with and impregnate dozens of does during the brief mating period. It should come as no surprise that this amount of continual courtship leaves him gaunt, worn, and exhausted.

One study has shown that a healthy buck weighing one hundred eightfive pounds just prior to the rutting period may be down to only one hundred forty pounds at the conclusion of the rut only two weeks later! It is this very phenomenon that accounts for a high degree of winter kill among bucks in the far northern states. Often, the deer simply do not have enough time to gain back their substantial weight loss before the onset of bitter cold weather, and this makes them not only subject to malnutrition and disease but also weak and vulnerable to predation. Such bucks are “on the skids” toward the tail end of the hunting season; because of their loss of body weight and tissue marbling, their musculature may be stringy and even have a somewhat blue-colored tinge.

Make no mistake, such bucks are still fully edible. They’re generally just not as flavorful and tender as deer taken at other times. However, at butchering time, the hunter may wish to use the majority of this venison for burger, sausage, and stew meat, reserving only the backstrap and tenderloin steaks for the grill.

Yet bucks living in warmer climates, especially in agricultural regions where prime foods are in abundant supply, may not be so adversely affected because the delay or even total absence of cold weather allows them to begin a speedy recovery. Before the hunting season is only half over, they may already be on the mend, slowly but steadily recovering their lost body weight and replacing their marbling.

Generally, therefore, the best advice is this: the earlier in the season you kill your deer, the better.

If this is not feasible, I again emphasize, study the animal’s general outline, its coat, its antlers, its musculature and other body features, looking for distinctive clues that tell in advance what type of meat you’re likely to end up with on the butchering block and ultimately the table.

Does, by the way, are not subjected to the same degree of exhaustion and weight loss as bucks because their peaks of sexual activity are very brief. While a buck may be rut-crazed from daylight to dark for several weeks, does come into estrus (heat) for a single twenty-four-hour day. If they do not conceive during this period, they lose heat, return to a normal lifestyle, then recycle back into a second twenty-four-hour heat twenty-eight days later.

Fawns are a bit different. Actually, I dislike using the word “fawn” in conjunction with hunting activities because too many people, especially non-hunters, associate fawn with a just-born deer with a spotted coat and wobbly legs. There are no such fawns during the hunting season, only what biologists refer to as yearlings. Technically, they’re not a year old but rather, at seven months of age, are in their first year of life, generally weigh sixty to seventy-five pounds and, from a survival standpoint, have reached the stage of independence from their mothers. These little buggers are often as crafty and elusive as adult deer. Likewise, their venison is usually quite tender.
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This buck has a nice rack, but look closer. His coat is scraggly, his musculature is sinewy, and you can see his ribs. Take this deer and you’ll get impressive antlers for the wall but mighty tough eating.
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