
how to clean a squirrel

The Essential Guide: How to Clean a Squirrel Safely and Effectively

how to clean a squirrel can be a crucial skill for hunters, wildlife rehabilitators, or those who encounter
deceased squirrels in their environment. Understanding the proper protocols for cleaning a squirrel is essential
for hygiene, food safety if prepared for consumption, and respectful handling of wildlife. This comprehensive
guide will delve into every aspect of squirrel cleaning, from initial preparation and necessary tools to the
detailed steps of skinning, gutting, and final washing. We will also cover important considerations regarding
disease prevention and proper disposal of waste. Whether you are a seasoned outdoorsperson or new to
handling small game, mastering the art of how to clean a squirrel ensures a safe and efficient process.
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Preparing for Squirrel Cleaning

Before you begin the process of how to clean a squirrel, thorough preparation is paramount to ensure safety
and efficiency. This involves selecting a suitable workspace, gathering all necessary materials, and
understanding the general condition of the squirrel. A clean, well-lit area, preferably outdoors or in a well-
ventilated space with easy-to-clean surfaces, is ideal. Avoid performing this task in your kitchen where food
preparation occurs to prevent cross-contamination.

The condition of the squirrel itself will dictate some preparatory steps. If the animal has been deceased for an
extended period, decomposition may have begun, making the cleaning process more challenging and potentially
increasing hygiene concerns. It's also important to assess if the squirrel appears to have died from illness or
injury, which might influence whether it's suitable for consumption or requires specialized handling. Always
wear protective gear from the outset.

Choosing the Right Location and Time

The location for cleaning a squirrel is critical for maintaining sanitation. An outdoor setting, like a sturdy
table in a yard or a designated cleaning station, is highly recommended. This minimizes the risk of spreading
contaminants indoors. If an outdoor space is not feasible, a garage or basement with good ventilation and
washable floors can be used, provided it is thoroughly disinfected afterward. The timing of the cleaning is also
important; it's best to clean a squirrel as soon as possible after it has been acquired, especially if it's intended
for consumption. This reduces the chances of bacterial growth and makes the process cleaner and easier.

Gathering Essential Supplies

Having all your supplies ready before you start cleaning a squirrel will streamline the entire process and
ensure you don't have to stop midway. This includes items for protection, cleaning, and disposal. Proper
preparation minimizes mess and contamination risks. Think about everything you might need, from knives to waste
bags, to make the experience as smooth as possible.



Essential Tools for Cleaning a Squirrel

To effectively clean a squirrel, having the right tools is indispensable. The quality and sharpness of your
knives, in particular, will significantly impact the ease and precision of the skinning and gutting process.
Investing in good quality tools can make a task that might seem daunting much more manageable and hygienic.
Beyond cutting implements, other items are crucial for maintaining cleanliness and proper handling.

The following list outlines the essential tools you will need. Having these items at the ready will ensure you
are well-equipped to handle the task of how to clean a squirrel efficiently and safely. Each tool plays a
specific role in the process, contributing to a cleaner outcome and better preservation of the meat if intended
for culinary use.

Sharp Skinning Knife: A small, sharp, and flexible blade is ideal for precise cuts around limbs and the head.

Sharp Gutting Knife: A slightly larger, sturdier knife can be used for making the initial incision for
gutting.

Sharpening Stone or Steel: To maintain the sharpness of your knives throughout the process.

Work Gloves: Disposable nitrile or latex gloves are essential for hygiene and preventing contact with
potential contaminants.

Apron or Old Clothes: To protect your clothing from blood and other fluids.

Buckets or Containers: For collecting waste materials and for rinsing the squirrel.

Paper Towels or Clean Cloths: For drying and wiping the squirrel.

Large Garbage Bags: For proper disposal of fur, entrails, and other waste.

Water Source: For rinsing tools and the squirrel itself.

Step-by-Step Guide: Skinning a Squirrel

Skinning a squirrel is the first major step in the cleaning process and requires careful technique to preserve the
meat and avoid tearing the hide if you plan to use it. The goal is to remove the skin cleanly and efficiently,
minimizing any damage to the carcass. This process is fundamental to how to clean a squirrel, and mastering it
will set you up for success.

Start by ensuring your squirrel is properly positioned. A common method is to hang the squirrel by its hind legs,
which allows gravity to assist in the skinning process. This positioning also makes accessing the areas that
require cutting much easier. Take your time with each cut, as rushing can lead to mistakes and a less-than-ideal
result. Precision is key here, especially around the tail and limbs.

Making the Initial Incisions

Begin by making a shallow cut around the base of the squirrel's tail. This cut should go just deep enough to
sever the skin but not into the flesh of the tail. Once the skin is loosened around the tail, you can grip it firmly.
Next, make a cut from the base of the tail up the underside of the squirrel, extending towards the head. The
length of this cut will depend on your preferred method, but typically it runs to the hind legs. Be mindful not to
cut too deeply into the meat.



Peeling and Removing the Hide

With the initial incisions made, you can now begin to peel the hide away. Grip the loosened skin firmly at the tail
end and pull downwards, towards the head. The skin of a squirrel is often relatively loose, and with gentle
but firm pressure, it should slide off. You may need to use your knife to help separate the skin from the muscle in
certain areas, particularly around the legs and shoulders. If you encounter resistance, reassess your cuts to
ensure you haven't missed any areas or are cutting against the grain of the hide. Continue pulling until the
entire hide is removed, exposing the clean carcass.

Detaching the Head and Feet

Once the main body is skinned, the next step involves detaching the head and feet. The head can usually be
removed by cutting through the neck just behind the skull. For the feet, you will typically cut through the
joints. This often involves disarticulating the foot at the wrist and ankle. Some people prefer to leave the feet
attached until after gutting, but removing them early can make handling the carcass easier. Ensure you use a
sharp knife for clean cuts through the bones and tendons.

The Gutting Process: Removing Internal Organs

Gutting is a critical stage in learning how to clean a squirrel, as it involves the removal of all internal
organs, which can spoil quickly and pose health risks if not handled properly. This process must be done with
care to avoid puncturing the intestines or stomach, which would release their contents and contaminate the
meat. A clean and methodical approach is essential to ensure the carcass remains as pristine as possible.

The primary goal of gutting is to remove the digestive tract, reproductive organs, and any other internal
structures. This not only prepares the squirrel for consumption but also helps in its preservation by removing
the source of rapid decay. Performing this step carefully and cleanly is as important as the skinning process
itself.

Making the Abdominal Incision

With the squirrel positioned belly-up (either hanging or laid flat), locate the pelvic bone at the rear of the
abdomen. You will make a shallow incision just in front of the pelvic bone, extending upwards towards the rib
cage. Use the tip of your gutting knife and make a very light cut, just deep enough to penetrate the abdominal
wall. If you are unsure, it's better to make multiple shallow cuts than one deep one. Be extremely cautious not
to cut into the organs themselves. The abdominal cavity is relatively small, so this incision should not be
very long.

Removing the Entrails

Once the abdominal cavity is open, you will see the mass of internal organs. Gently reach into the cavity with
your gloved hand and grasp the organs at the top (near the diaphragm). Carefully pull them downwards and
outwards. The entire organ mass, including the intestines, stomach, liver, heart, and lungs, should come away
as a unit. You may need to use your knife to sever any remaining attachments, particularly at the diaphragm
and the esophagus near the throat. Dispose of these entrails immediately in your designated waste bag.

Cleaning the Cavity

After the entrails are removed, inspect the abdominal cavity. There might be some residual blood or debris. Use
paper towels or a clean cloth to thoroughly wipe out the inside of the cavity. You can also rinse the cavity
with cool, clean water if you are at a location with easy access to it. Ensure all blood clots and other



unwanted material are removed. This step is crucial for a clean carcass and helps in preventing off-flavors in
the meat.

Washing and Preparing the Squirrel for Storage or Cooking

Once the squirrel has been skinned and gutted, the next critical phase is thorough washing and preparation for
whatever its final destination may be, whether that’s immediate cooking, aging, or freezing for later use. Proper
washing not only ensures cleanliness but also plays a role in the overall quality and safety of the meat. This
step is a key part of the comprehensive process of how to clean a squirrel.

The goal here is to remove any remaining traces of blood, debris, or contaminants from the skinning and gutting
processes. A clean carcass is essential for both aesthetic appeal and food safety. Pay attention to all nooks
and crannies to ensure a thorough job. The temperature of the water used can also be a factor in maintaining
meat quality.

Rinsing the Carcass

Thoroughly rinse the entire squirrel carcass, both inside and out, with cold, clean water. If you have access
to running water, this is ideal. Otherwise, use a clean bucket of cold water, changing it as needed to maintain
cleanliness. Pay close attention to the abdominal cavity, ensuring all traces of blood and debris are washed
away. Gently rub the inside of the cavity with your fingers to dislodge any stuck-on material.

Drying the Meat

After rinsing, it is imperative to thoroughly dry the squirrel carcass. Use clean paper towels or a dedicated,
clean cloth for this purpose. Pat the entire surface of the meat dry, both inside and out. Excess moisture can
promote bacterial growth and lead to a less desirable texture and flavor if the meat is cooked. Proper drying
is a vital step in preserving the quality of the squirrel meat.

Preparing for Storage or Cooking

Depending on your plans, the squirrel is now ready for the next stage. If cooking immediately, you can proceed
with your recipe. If you plan to store the meat, it's best to wrap it tightly in plastic wrap or freezer paper to
prevent freezer burn and contamination. For aging the meat, some hunters prefer to hang the cleaned carcass in a
cool, ventilated place (around 35-40°F or 1-4°C) for a day or two. Ensure the meat is properly protected
from flies and other pests if aging outdoors or in an unsealed environment. Always label and date any stored
meat.

Important Safety and Hygiene Practices

When undertaking the task of how to clean a squirrel, prioritizing safety and hygiene is non-negotiable. This
involves protecting yourself from potential pathogens and preventing cross-contamination. Squirrels, like all
wild animals, can carry diseases or parasites, making careful handling essential. Adhering to strict sanitary
protocols will ensure a safe experience for you and prevent the spread of any potential contaminants.

These practices are not merely suggestions but crucial steps that must be integrated into every stage of the
cleaning process. From the moment you begin preparation to the final disposal of waste, maintaining a high
standard of hygiene will safeguard your health and the integrity of the meat if it is intended for consumption.
Always be prepared and vigilant.



Wear Protective Gear: Always wear disposable gloves to prevent direct contact with blood, fluids,
and potential pathogens. Consider wearing an apron or old clothes that can be easily washed or
discarded.

Wash Hands Frequently: Wash your hands thoroughly with soap and hot water after handling the
squirrel, after removing gloves, and at any point where you may have come into contact with potential
contaminants.

Sanitize Tools and Surfaces: Thoroughly wash and sanitize all knives, cutting boards, and work
surfaces with hot, soapy water and a disinfectant after cleaning the squirrel.

Proper Waste Disposal: Dispose of all waste materials, including fur, entrails, and used paper towels, in
sealed garbage bags and remove them from the cleaning area promptly.

Avoid Cross-Contamination: Never allow raw squirrel meat or fluids to come into contact with food
preparation surfaces, utensils, or other foods that will be consumed raw.

Cook Thoroughly: If you intend to eat the squirrel meat, ensure it is cooked to an internal temperature
of at least 165°F (74°C) to kill any potential bacteria or parasites.

Common Mistakes to Avoid When Cleaning a Squirrel

While the process of how to clean a squirrel might seem straightforward, several common mistakes can
complicate the task, compromise hygiene, or lead to less-than-ideal meat quality. Being aware of these pitfalls
beforehand can help you avoid them and ensure a more successful and efficient cleaning experience. These errors
often stem from rushing the process or a lack of familiarity with the best practices.

Identifying and understanding these common mistakes is a proactive step towards mastering the art of cleaning
a squirrel. By focusing on precision, cleanliness, and proper technique, you can elevate the quality of your
results and ensure the safety of any meat you prepare. Learning from the experiences of others can save you
time and prevent frustrating errors.

Using Dull Knives: Dull knives require more force, increasing the risk of slips and accidental cuts, and
make precise skinning and gutting much more difficult.

Cutting Too Deeply During Gutting: Puncturing the intestines or stomach releases their contents, leading
to meat contamination and a poor flavor.

Inadequate Rinsing and Drying: Leaving residual blood or moisture in the carcass promotes bacterial
growth and can affect the taste and texture of the meat.

Improper Waste Disposal: Leaving waste materials exposed can attract pests and create unsanitary
conditions.

Skipping Gloves and Handwashing: This is a major hygiene lapse that can lead to the transfer of
pathogens.

Over-handling the Meat: Excessive touching can introduce bacteria and potentially damage the meat's
texture.



Understanding Squirrel Diseases and Contamination Risks

When learning how to clean a squirrel, it's vital to be aware of potential health risks associated with wild
animals. Squirrels can carry various diseases and parasites that can be transmitted to humans. While the risk
is generally low with proper handling and cooking, understanding these risks empowers you to take appropriate
precautions. Awareness is the first step in safe wildlife handling.

These diseases are not exclusive to squirrels and can be found in other small mammals. However, knowing the
specific concerns related to squirrels allows for targeted prevention strategies. Always err on the side of
caution when dealing with wild game. If you have any doubts about the health of an animal or the safety of its
meat, it is best to avoid consumption.

Tularemia: Also known as "rabbit fever," this bacterial infection can be transmitted through handling
infected animals, bites from infected ticks or flies, or consumption of undercooked meat. Symptoms can
include fever, chills, and swollen lymph nodes.

Leptospirosis: A bacterial disease spread through the urine of infected animals, which can contaminate
water or soil. Humans can contract it through contact with contaminated water or soil, or through
the skin or mucous membranes.

Rabies: While less common in squirrels than in other mammals like raccoons or bats, rabies is a serious
viral disease that affects the nervous system. Symptoms of rabies in animals can include unusual
behavior, aggression, or paralysis. Always avoid handling squirrels that appear sick, disoriented, or
aggressive.

Parasites: Squirrels can harbor various internal and external parasites, such as fleas, ticks, and
worms. While most of these are not transmissible to humans, thorough cleaning and cooking are
essential to eliminate any potential risks.

The process of how to clean a squirrel, when approached with the right knowledge and precautions, can be a
straightforward and rewarding task. From meticulous preparation and the use of essential tools to the
careful steps of skinning and gutting, each stage is designed to ensure safety, hygiene, and the best possible
outcome for the animal's meat. By understanding and implementing these detailed instructions, you are well-
equipped to handle this aspect of wildlife processing confidently and responsibly. Remember that consistent
attention to safety protocols, including thorough washing and proper disposal, is paramount throughout the
entire operation.

Q: What is the best way to dispose of squirrel carcasses if not for
consumption?
A: If a squirrel carcass is not intended for consumption, it should be disposed of promptly and responsibly to
prevent the spread of disease and avoid attracting pests. Double-bag the carcass in heavy-duty garbage bags,
seal them tightly, and place them in your outdoor garbage bin for regular collection. For larger quantities or
immediate disposal, burying the carcass at least 2 feet deep on your property, away from water sources, is an
option, or contact your local animal control or waste management services for specific guidelines.

Q: Can I clean a squirrel indoors?
A: While it is possible to clean a squirrel indoors, it is generally not recommended due to the potential for
contamination and odor. If you must clean indoors, use a well-ventilated area such as a garage or basement
with easy-to-clean surfaces. Lay down plenty of disposable sheeting or newspaper to catch fluids and hair.
Thoroughly disinfect the area, all tools, and your hands immediately after completion.



Q: How long does it take to clean a squirrel?
A: The time it takes to clean a squirrel can vary depending on your experience level and the tools you have
available. For an experienced individual, it might take as little as 15-20 minutes. For a beginner, it could take
anywhere from 30 minutes to an hour as they work more slowly and carefully. Practice is key to increasing
your speed and efficiency.

Q: Should I wash the squirrel before skinning?
A: Generally, it is not necessary to wash a squirrel before skinning. The primary goal of washing is to clean the
carcass after the skin and entrails have been removed. Some hunters may lightly rinse off external dirt or debris
if the animal is particularly dirty, but it's not a mandatory step before skinning.

Q: What temperature should the water be when rinsing a squirrel carcass?
A: It is best to use cold water when rinsing a squirrel carcass. Cold water helps to firm up the meat, reduce
bacterial growth, and prevent the meat from cooking slightly if the water is too warm. Avoid using hot
water, as this can promote bacterial growth and make the meat mushy.

Q: How do I know if a squirrel is safe to eat?
A: It is difficult to definitively determine if a wild squirrel is safe to eat by simply looking at it. However,
avoid any squirrel that appears lethargic, disoriented, excessively thin, has visible signs of illness or injury, or
that you found dead without a clear cause. Always cook squirrel meat thoroughly to an internal
temperature of 165°F (74°C) to kill potential pathogens. If you have any doubts, it is best not to consume
the animal.
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