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The quality of your 
trophy can be en­
sured by a few simple 
precautions in the 
field. 

THOMAS J. RADOUMIS 
PHOTOS BY RICHARD L. GRAHAM 

Field care of trophies is relatively 
simple. There are certain rules that 
must be followed, and if done correctly, 
the whole process becomes mechanical. 

Many words have been written on 
field care and much literature has been 
handed out with little or no effect on the 
trophy hunting society. The percentage 
of big game or trophy hunters that are 
aware and know how to field strip their 
game is alarmingly small. Most of these 
same hunters can go into great detail on 
the proper cartridge to use or the proper 
caliber for either thick-skinned or thin­
skinned animals. Their wisdom is fur­
ther seen in the selection of hunting 
areas and the best guides for the type of 
big game they wish to hunt. But, when it 
comes to field care after the kill, almost 
all of these hunters leave this most im­
portant task to the guide or outfitter. 

Unfortunately, the percentage of out­
fitters that can properly take care of 
capes and skins after the kill is also rela­
tively small. 

As a taxidermist I am confronted with 
this situation so often that I wonder 
about the sanity of a trophy hunter who 
goes afield without the knowledge of 
what to do with a knife and steel. Hunt­
ers spend fortunes on hunting. They 
travel great distances for that most 
sought after trophy and yet have no 
conception of what must be done after
the trigger is pulled. Taxidermists are
not magicians. We cannot make do for 
the extra knuckle left in a bear paw that 
will make the hair slip, or the unturned 
lip that does not get salted and also has 
hair slippage. Many times we have lions 
from Africa that lose some mane. The 
first comment that a hunter makes is, 
"Gee, mine had more mane than that 
when I shot it." The answer is that the 
lion was not skinned immediately, the 
body heat dissipated, and the skin was 
not salted and air-dried in the shade. 

Africa is one of the worst places for

Step #1: The initial cut must be made well behind the 
front shoulder and completely around the body. Be sure to 
leave enough hide; too much is better than too little. 

Step #2: Next, place your knife at the base of the ani-
mal's skull and cut all the way down the back until you 
reach the around-the-body cut begun in the first step. 

Step #3: Now skin the left and right halves of the cape 
over and off both of the legs. This photo shows precisely 
the right amount of brisket to be left on the opened cape. 
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Step #4: A V-cut is made from the end of the neck incision 
to each horn or antler. This cut is necessary to free the 
antlers and to provide skinning room to work the ears. 

Step #5: Separate skin from around the horn or antler with 
a dull Instrument like a screwdriver. Open up each V-cut 
carefully, skinning down the head until you reach ear butts. 

Step #6: Now ease the skin up and off each ear butt until 
the ears are turned completely Inside out. Ears not turn­
ed Inside out cannot be properly salted before shipping. 

Step #7: Here is the exact point to detach ear butts from 
the head. It Is a good idea to remove the entire ear butt 
to allow enough room to work the rest of head and antlers. 

Step #8: While skinning down the head, ensure that the 
eyelid is not cut by inserting your finger through the lid 
and guarding the delicate corners against the knife blade. 

Step #9: While continuing to protect the eyelid with your 
finger, skin completely around both eyes very carefully. 
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FIELD CARE FOR YOUR TROPHY

Step #10: After you've carefully work­
ed around both eyes, continue removal 
of the cape, skinning towards the nose. 

Step #13: With the hide now completely 
removed, open a slit on the lip and 
cut until entire lip region is opened. 

field care and also one of the most im­
portant because of the cost, time spent 
on the hunt, and trophy value of the an­
imals taken. We have many trophies 
come in from Africa that have the eye­
lids cut off and the lips cut off com­
pletely. This has been done by very 
reliable outfits and is generally depend­
ent on how well the professional hunter 
has his skinners trained. My own 
trophies in Africa were well taken care 
of when I took interest in what the skin­
ners were doing. But, as soon as my in­
terest slackened, the skinning job was 
not as good. I became confident that 
they were doing a good job and I would 
not make further comments. Con­
sequently, some of my trophies did not 
have the ears turned properly, which 
means turned to the very end, and 
salted. The ears slipped hair during the 
tanning process. Now, if this were a cus­
tomer's skin, we would have some ex­
plaining to do. The taxidermist is the 
last man on the totem pole and usually 
ends up taking a lot of abuse that some­
one else deserves. 

The photos in this article were taken 
on a hunt in Texas and the animal in-

Step #11: The sign of a perfect lip 
Incision lies In making sure there is 
enough skin left on upper Jaw bone. 

Step #14: The eye lid area must also 
be carefully opened inside the cape. 
These steps allow for proper salting. 

volved is a whitetail buck. The proce­
dures illustrated here are the same for 
any big game animal, with the exception 
of those without horns or antlers; they 
are skinned out like a stocking. 

When a hunter finishes taking his 
trophy, there are several important 
things to watch for when the outfitter 
begins caping the trophy. First, make 
sure that the initial cutis well behind 
the shoulders and includes a great deal 
of the brisket. This will insure a good 
full shoulder mount. Believe me, there 
has been more than one sheep that has 
come into the studio that had little or 
no brisket whatsoever. This means an 
extra job of sewing a new brisket on (if 
available): an extra charge to the 
hunter. If a guide walks up to the ani­
mal and cuts its throat you better take 
the knife away from him as soon as pos­
sible and show him a copy of the photo­
graphs in this article; similarly, if he 
makes a cut from the belly right up the 
center of the cape to a point just below 
the jaw. You are in trouble and can ex­
pect an extra charge from your tax­
idermist (unless he likes to work for 
nothing) to sew up such an error. This 

Step #12: Since the nose is attached 
to the skull by tough cartilaginous 
tissues, be sure to use a sharp knife. 

Step #15: When antlers are sawed off 
skull, eye socket should be cut In half 
to allow for taxidermist rebuilding. 

sewing job takes an hour or longer and is 
unnecessary. 

If the outfitter seems to know what he 
is doing, watch him and take note of 
how he goes about skinning the trophy. 
He may not do it in the exact sequence 
that I have pictured but that is not im­
portant. If the skin is taken off the head 
properly (without cutting the eyelids off 
and also leaving the full ear butts on the 
ear), then the next thing to watch for is 
that the ears are turned (like a stocking) 
inside out completely to the. tip. This 
will take some time for certain animals 
and the ones that are the toughest are 
the older animals (exactly what trophy 
hunters shoot) and their ears must be 
turned completely. Moose, kudu and 
sable are three that very seldom have 
the ears turned to the end. When this is 
not done, all the dipping and DDT can­
not keep the bugs from eating away that 
part of the skin that was not properly 
turned and salted. 

The next very important step is 
splitting the lips and cutting around the 
nose and the eyes. These areas some­
times carry a great deal of meat and 
must be properly opened and salted to 



Step #16: Complete the removal of ant­
lers by sawing across the bridge of 
the nose until rack is free of skull. 

Step #17: Now your fine trophy cape 
and antlers are ready for salting and 
shipment to your local taxidermist shop. 

prevent rotting or hair slippage. All the 
meat should be cut away from the hide. 
If a trophy is skinned properly, there 
should not be a speck of meat on the 
hide. At times, I believe that certain 
people get a great deal of joy in leaving 
several pounds of meat on a cape. This 
can only cause hair slippage which is al­
most impossible to repair. 

When coming into heavy areas of 
meat or heavy-skinned animals, the 
best procedure is to dice these areas in 
two directions deeply enough so that 
the salt can penetrate and do its chem­
ical job. These areas are usually around 
the eyes, lower jaws, and sometimes the 
nose. An experienced outfitter will do an 
excellent job on these areas. One that 
knows little will send them down with­
out the required care and again we will 
have problems with hair slippage and 
maybe even the loss of the cape. 

As a hunter, it is your obligation to 
know all these steps in field care just as 
you should know the proper care and 
handling of your firearms. Hunting is 
becoming more· expensive every year. 
Also, wages and other products of our 
inflating economy are causing good tax­

idermy prices to rise. To insure a good 
190king mount that requires little or no 
repair, your knowledge in the field is 
very important. Today, the jet-set 
hunter is always in a hurry and often 
doesn't even know if his trophy is well 
cared for. The animal is taken on the 
last day of the hunt, the hunter has a 
plane to catch and says "mail this to my 
taxidermist-or take it to someone that 

know will do a good job." This is not 
at all unusual and more often than 
means a nice trophy ruined. 

Many times a bear skin has been sent 
to us skinned out, except for the head 
and paws. By the time the bear reached 
us the hair had already started slipping 
around the toenails and no one wanted 
to skin the head because of the smell 
and green color. Yet we have to go ahead 
with the preparation  then try to let the 
client know what happened. 

Never use a plastic container that 
closes all the air from the hides, whether 
salted or raw. Hides wrapped in plastic 
sacks can spoil in a matter of hours. Use 
burlap or heavy canvas bags so the air 
can circulate around the skins to pre­
vent them from heating up. 

All fat must be removed from any 
skin. Since bears have the most fat of any 
of the large game taken by trophy hunt­
ers, they must be properly shaved to in­ 
sure the salt works on the hide. The only 
place that I 'have seen bear properly 
taken care of is in certain camps in 
Alaska. There the hides have been 
salted for several days, then shaken 
clean, shaved across a beam, then re­
salted. If the skins are sent to a process­
ing agent prior to shipment you can 
almost be assured that this will not be 
done. You will be charged for this but 
the only work the agent seems to do is 
crate and ship the skin on to the tax­
idermist. When a skin arrives in this 
shape we must make sure the ears are 
properly cared for, the lips turned and 
also shave the hide. We must charge the 
customer for this service as some large 
brown bear take a half a day to care for 
and shave. Consequently, the client is 
being double charged for something 
that should have already been done. 

Some hunters take offense when you 
point out that a trophy has not been 
cared for properly. The most repeated 
excuse is that "someone else got there 
before I did and cut the throat." I am 
trying to point out all these items to 
make it easier on the taxidermist who 
has to prepare your trophies; and you, 
the hunter who will have to sit in your 
den and look at these finished works for 
the rest of your life. 1 hope this article 
will help educate some of you about 
what to look for; and if you are out 
alone, will help you get your trophy 
back to the taxidermist of your choice 
so that he can do the best possible job. 
Then you will have something to admire 
with memories of a well-
executed hunt. 
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