
MARSH FARE
Processing, Preparing, and Presenting Frog, 

Turtle, and Alligator



The REWORRRS study, funded by the United States Department of 
Agriculture National Institute of Food and Agriculture, explores the 
importance of human nature interactions in outdoor recreation and 
restoration activities among returning war veterans, and how these 
interactions relate to individual, community, and social-ecological health 
and resilience. The multitude of benefits provided by nature contact for 
health and well-being are well documented. A potential added benefit 
of outdoor recreation activities that involve nature contact through 
hunting and fishing is bringing home meat to eat! This booklet offers 
practical advice on preparing and consuming frog, turtle and alligator 
from water’s edge to table based on the Wild Harvest Table program and 
Cornell Cooperative Extension research and outreach. The health and 
nutritional benefits are presented, along with recipes and tips for delicious 
preparation and appealing presentation. Always be sure to check your 
state’s hunting regulations for seasons and bag limits as well as guidance 
regarding game and habitat studies.
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How and Why to Use this 
Guide

This booklet is part of a series intended to equip the WWIA guide with the 
basic information necessary to be able to successfully process, prepare, and 
present wild fish and game that is harvested during a WWIA event.  This 
booklet provides skills and recipes needed to process and prepare three 
marsh fare species.

In a recent study undertaken with 
WWIA, veteran participants were asked if 
including wild fish and game processing, 
preparation and presentation skills in 
sponsored expeditions would increase 
their satisfaction with those outings. 89% 
(201/226) responded that it would increase 
their satisfaction, with 70% saying it 
would greatly increase satisfaction.  89% 
agreed that “increasing my knowledge 
and skill in wild fish and game processing, 
preparation, and presentation would increase my feelings of satisfaction 
about being an outdoors person.”  There is a huge feeling of satisfaction 
that comes from procuring one’s own food from start to finish.  There is 
also an ethical responsibility to be a good steward of what is harvested.  As 
a hunting guide you are an important part of this process.
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Here are some things to 
think about well ahead of 

the hunt.
1. Do you have the equipment and know-how to field dress your quary 

(bullfrogs, turtles, or gators)? You will need at least a sharp knife, 
plastic gloves, and a field dressing guide or mentor with field dressing 
knowledge). Consider ice for your harvest if it will take a few hours to 
pack the animal out, plus a plan for moving the animal from the water 
to a cooler and eventual processing location.

2. Do you have a butcher or system coordinated to properly process the 
meat? Skinning an alligator and saving the meat is a large undertaking 
and may require some additional help.

3. If taxidermy is desired, is this organized? If so, coordination to save 
the trophy will have to be linked with the butcher plans.

4. Have you considered state laws about shipping meat and packaging 
concerns?

5. Do you have coolers and ice or a way to get and keep the meat below 
45°F as quickly as possible?

6. If choice cuts of meat will be available right away, do you have a 
plan to incorporate this into part of a meal plan and/or a cooking 
demonstration, especially with a 4-H or WWIA activity?  This is a 
great way to have a taste of the prize right away and get some expert 
tips on preparation. It may be helpful to have a vacuum sealer or 

freezer bags for meat to be frozen and available to go home with 
hunters at the end of the hunting trip.

7. Do you have basic cooking equipment and ingredients to cook up 
some wild game? A cast iron skillet, Dutch oven (or pot with a lid), 
sharp knife, olive oil, pads of butter, salt & pepper, and tongs are the 
basics needed to cook up some tasty frog legs. A clove of garlic and 
other seasoning mixes are also nice to have on hand. Don’t forget hand 
sanitizer for both the cook and the eaters!

8. Has the hunter practiced the technique that will be used in the 
field for the quick killing shot? Always familiarize yourself with the 
technique that will be used for the hunt, this may be a spear or other 
instrument beyond a bow or firearm. Things don’t always go perfectly, 
but a well shot animal will be easier to clean and the meat will be more 
pristine.
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Frog
Frogging Laws

Some states require a fishing license, some states require a hunting license, 
and some states require both for harvesting frogs.  Be sure to check your 
local laws and rules for what license you may need and in what way you 
can acquire frogs.  For example, in New York state a fishing or hunting 
license is required to take frogs with a spear, club, hook, or by hand and 
a hunting license is required to take frogs with a gun or bow. Also, know 
your frogs!  Some frogs are on the endangered species list and illegal to 
hunt.  Bullfrogs are a safe bet and have the most meat.

Processing and Serving Tips
Bioelectricity was discovered by Luigi 
Galvani back in the late 1700’s when 
he discovered a muscle reaction in 
dead frog legs when touched with 
an electric current, causing them to 
twitch. If you want to avoid science 
experiments in your kitchen, some 
recommend to chill the frogs before 
skinning and processing.

To process the frog, slice just the skin with kitchen shears or a sharp knife 
around the waist of the frog and loosen it up.  Then holding the head with 
one hand, pull the skin down and off the feet of the frog with the other 
hand (pliers may help this process as well).  The legs can be removed as 
a pair by cutting at the waist or you can remove the legs individually, 
cutting as close the body as possible to retain the most meat.  Some people 
leave the feet on for cooking, while others remove them - your choice.

The recommended serving amount is about half a pound per person 
which could be a large pair of bullfrog legs or up to six legs, depending on 
the size and (legal) type of frog.  Processed frog legs can be stored in the 
refrigerator for a few days or frozen for up to a year if vacuum sealed.  If 
freezing in conventional freezer bags or butcher paper the quality of the 
meat will be best if used within a few month and try to remove as much air 
from the bag as possible to avoid freezer burn.
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Ingredients
• 6 pairs of large frog legs (about 2 lbs.), skin 

removed
• ½ cup olive oil
• 1 shallot or 2 Tbsp. red onion, finely chopped
• 2 Tbsp. fresh parsley, finely chopped
• 1 Tbsp. grated lemon peel
• 2 Tbsp. fresh lemon juice
• 1 tsp. Dijon-style mustard
• 1 tsp. dried Italian seasoning 
• ¼ cup butter, melted
• 1-2 cloves of garlic, minced
• Salt and pepper to taste

Serves: 4

Marinated and Grilled 
Frog Legs

Directions
1. To make the marinade*, mix the olive oil, shallot, parsley, lemon peel, 

lemon juice, mustard and Italian seasoning in a small bowl.  Season 
with salt and pepper to taste.  Reserve about ¼ cup of the marinade to 
use later.  Arrange the frog legs in a baking dish and pour the remain-
ing marinade over the frog legs, turning to coat both sides in marinade.  
Cover and put in the refrigerator for 3 + hours, turning occasionally.  
(*If you want a short cut, you can use a bottle of your favorite lemon 
marinade mix or add some lemon and other seasoning to a bottled 
vinaigrette.)

2. Prepare grill to medium heat and oil the grate.  Mix the ¼ cup reserved 
marinade, melted butter, and minced garlic to use to baste the frog legs 
during grilling.  Remove the frog legs from the marinade and grill over 
direct heat, covered, for 3 minutes, basting with the butter mixture.  
Turn legs over and cook 3 to 5 minute longer, covered, until the meat 
is cooked through (not pink) and begins to pull away from the bone.  
Make sure to rub the butter mixture on both sides while grilling. Frog 
legs can dry out if cooked too long and/or at too hot a temperature, so 
baby them on the grill.  Serve hot.
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Ingredients
• Frog legs (5 small per serving or 2 large)
• Brandy (1 Tbsp. or more depending on amount of servings)
• Salt and pepper to taste 
• Butter (1 Tbsp. or more depending on amount of servings)
• 2 thinly sliced mushrooms per serving
• 1 Tbsp. fresh parsley, chopped, per serving
• 1 tsp. fresh lemon juice per serving
• 1 Tbsp. finely sliced fresh sweet red pepper (optional)

Frog Legs Forestière

Serves: 1 and can be scaled up

This is a classic French recipe and a fancy way to say the frog legs are 
cooked in a mushroom sauce.  A la forestière means of the forest, referring 
to where wild mushrooms are typically found.  Any type of eating 
mushroom will work fine in this recipe.

Directions
1. Sprinkle the frog legs with brandy and let 

stand about 2 hours in the refrigerator.  Wipe 
dry, season with salt and pepper, and then 
sauté the frog legs in butter about 6 minutes, 
turning, until golden brown on all sides.  Add 
the mushrooms, parsley, lemon juice, and 
optional red pepper. Continue to sauté until 
the frog is thoroughly cooked through.  Many 
of the older recipes call for serving frog legs 
with toast points (triangular cuts of toast). 
Frog legs forestière would be nice served piled 
on toast, though you may want to remove the 
bones first or just let the eaters handle it with 
ample warning about bones.

Photo credit: Wayne Brewer   
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Turtle 
Handling and Processing 

Tips
Snapping turtles are very aggressive and will bite!  The most secure way 
to handle them is with 2 hands holding the shell firmly towards their 
back legs from the top with their heads away from you.  They can move 
their necks pretty quick to bite and their claws are sharp, so putting them 
quickly in a deep box or bag is the safest way to carry them.

Turtle meat can taste muddy, like the places they live, so the Joy of 
Cooking authors suggest keeping the turtle alive for a few days with fresh 
water to drink and giving them 3-4 small servings of ground meat a day to 
rid them of “wastes and pollutants”.

To cook a turtle and remove the shell, the Joy of Cooking recommends 
placing the turtle (7-10 inch) in a pan of cold water and bringing the water 
slowly to a boil and let parboil for 10 minutes.  Plunge the turtle into cold 
water and leave until cool enough to handle. Scrub the shell well. Place 
the whole turtle back into a pan of boiling water and add a small onion, a 
few stalks of celery, and a handful of herbs (parsley) to the pot.  Reduce 
the heat and allow the water to simmer for about 45 minutes.  Drain and 
reserve the turtle stock (liquid) for other uses/recipes. Then proceed to 

Ingredients
• 4 large frog legs
• 2 Tbsp. butter
• 1 clove garlic, minced 
• Lemon juice from half a lemon 
• 1 Tbsp. fresh parsley, chopped 
• Salt & pepper to taste

Serves: 2

Simple Sautéed 
Frog Legs

Directions
1. Season the frog legs with a bit of salt and cracked 

pepper.  Heat a skillet over medium high heat 
and add butter.  Add the frog legs and cook 6-8 
minutes turning so both sides are golden brown.  
Squeeze lemon juice over frog legs and add the 
garlic and parsley.  Stir and sauté a few minutes more until cooked 
through and flavors are combined.  
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follow the instructions below for removing the meat from the shell. Be 
warned, the turtle may still have some reflexive movement even after all 
of that cooking!  I learned this the hard way when the legs jerked every 
time I went to cut them at the joint after a beheading and nearly an hour of 
cooking.  I explained this to my old time neighbor at the time, and he told 
me in his thick Kentucky accent, “yup, reptiles don’t stop moving ‘til the 
sun goes down”.

1. Slice around the edge of the bottom shell and cut through the joint 
between the top and bottom shell on each side.

2. The bottom shell will lift out like a can lid. Remove the entrails.
3. Slice the legs and neck loose from the inside of the top shell.
4. Skin out legs and neck. Parboil or pressure cook to make the meat 

tender before using in your favorite stew.

Trim

Trim
Trim

Trim

Ham or loins 
(under top shell)

Food Safety
NYSDEC/DOH Advisories

Snapping turtles retain contaminants in their fat, liver, eggs and, to a lesser 
extent, muscle. If you choose to consume snapping turtles, you can reduce 
your exposure by carefully trimming away all fat and discarding the fat, 
liver and eggs prior to cooking the meat or preparing soup. Women of 
childbearing age, infants and children under the age of 15 should AVOID 
EATING snapping turtles or soups made with their meat. (Contaminant: 
PCB’s)
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Ingredients
• ½ cup vegetable oil
• 3 lbs. turtle meat
• ⅓ cup flour
• Salt and pepper to taste
• 1 cup onions, chopped
• ¼ cup celery, chopped
• ½ cup green pepper, chopped
• ¼ cup green onion, chopped
• 1 Tbsp. garlic, minced
• 1 Tbsp. parsley, chopped
• 3 sprigs fresh thyme
• 1 Tbsp. red pepper, crushed (if using dried pepper, adjust to taste)
• 1 cup whole tomatoes in juice
• 1 qt. water
• 1 tsp. salt (use salt and pepper to taste)
• 1 bay leaf

This classic creole dish for snapping turtle stew, Cowan, 
is from Leah Chase and her famous New Orleans 

restaurant, Dooky Chase.  She mentions that turtles should be carefully 
chosen and female turtles with eggs are preferred.  If you have and choose 
to include the eggs, prick them all over with a needle and add the eggs 
right to the gravy for the last 45 minutes of cooking to enhance the flavor 
of the turtle meat.  Make sure your turtle is from clean water, free of 
contaminants such as PCB’s, if choosing to eat the eggs.

Serves: 6-8 servings

Stewed Snapping 
Turtle 

Directions
1. Pour oil into a Dutch oven (a well-seasoned 

cast-iron works great) over medium heat.  
Season the turtle meat with salt and pepper 
and add the meat to the hot oil.  Cover and 
let simmer for 35 minutes (make sure it 
doesn’t burn and adjust the heat as necessary).  
Remove the meat from the pot with a slotted 
spoon and set aside. Add the flour to the 
cooking liquid, stirring constantly until 
browned.  Add onions and celery and cook 
until the onions are soft.  Add green pepper, 
green onions, garlic, parsley, thyme, and 
red pepper.  Stir this mixture well, then add 
tomatoes and cook for 10 minutes.  Add 1 
quart of water and stir until the mixture is 
well blended.

2. Add the turtle meat back to the pot, stirring 
well into the gravy. Add salt and bay leaf.  
Cook on a slow, low heat for about 45 minutes 
or until the turtle meat is tender.  Add about 
2 ounces of dry sherry or sweet vermouth to 
the gravy.  Remove and discard the bay leaf.  
Serve over rice.

Label based on 8 servings 
and the nutrient profile for 

green turtle meat.
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Ingredients
• 1 turtle, cleaned, cooked, and meat removed from the shell, and cut 

into small pieces
• 1 ½ Tbsp. butter
• 1 ½ Tbsp. flour
• 1 cup light cream (half and half is okay)
• ½ cup finely chopped mushrooms
• 1 hard-boiled egg, chopped
• 2 Tbsp. Sherry wine
• 1 or 2 egg yolks, slightly beaten
• Salt, pepper, and a pinch of Cayenne pepper to taste

This recipe is adapted from the nearly hundred year old Derrydale Cook 
Book and was called Terrapin Washington.  Turtle was often served in 
fashionable restaurants and at special dinners.

Serves: 4

Turtle Washington

Directions
Blend the butter and flour over medium heat 
until smooth (making a roux), add the cream 
gradually while stirring constantly, until 
smoothly blended.  Add the turtle meat, hard-
boiled egg, and mushrooms.  Season to taste with 
salt, pepper, and a few grains of Cayenne pepper.  
Let simmer very gently, do not boil, until slightly 
thickened.  Add the slightly beaten egg yolks, 
gradually, while stirring and the sherry wine.  
The Derrydale cookbook recommends to
“…dress on a hot, round, deep platter and 
garnish with crescents of puff paste golden 
browned in a hot oven and then dipped in melted 
butter”, in other words serve hot with puff pastry 
rounds (crescent rolls would work) or buttery 
biscuits.

Label based on 4 servings 
and the nutrient profile for 

green turtle meat.
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Alligator
Food Safety

Meat Preparation

Make plans to have your alligator cooled within 4 hours of harvest if you 
plan on processing meat from your alligator for consumption. You may 
pack the whole carcass with bagged ice during transport until you are able 
to skin and process the alligator. Alligator meat may be processed and 
stored in a similar fashion to that of deer, hog, and other game mammals. 
While the tail meat is the most popular portion, all meat from the alligator 
is edible, including the jowls, legs, ribs, backstraps, and flanks. The tail 
is prime white meat and tender if not overcooked. Other cuts can benefit 
from a marinade or other tenderizing techniques. Gator can be ground and 
made into delicious sausage and/or patties too. Alligator meat is very high 
in protein! Note: Alligators are long-lived, may grow to large sizes, and 
may accumulate significant amounts of mercury and other contaminants. 
Contact your state health department to see if there are health risks 
advisory information, especially for certain high risk people, such a 
pregnant women, nursing mothers, and young children if consumption of 
alligator meat occurs. 

Processing and Storing 
Meat

 
Store fresh alligator meat in the coldest part of your refrigerator at 32°F  for 
up to two days. The meat goes bad fairly quickly. If you want to marinate 
it, only do so with the meat in the refrigerator. To freeze it, wrap the meat 
tightly to prevent freezer burn and store at 0°F  for up to six months. It’s 
recommended that you date the package. In many states it is mandatory to 
label each package with the CITES tag number and license holder’s name 
using permanent ink. After handling raw alligator meat, thoroughly wash 
knives, cutting surfaces, sponges and hands with hot, soapy water.
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Ingredients
• 1 lb. gator meat, cut into cubes 
• ½ cup orange juice concentrate
• ¼  cup Orange juice 
• 2 Tbsp. soy sauce 
• 2 Tbsp. brown sugar 
• 1 tsp. cumin 
• Salt and pepper to taste
• Assorted vegetables of choice, but into 1 inch cubes

Serves: 4

Grilled Gator Kabobs 
This recipe is compliments of the Brevard County Airboat Association that 
hosts a WWIA gator hunt every year.  They have a fabulous cook-out in 
the marsh with lots of different gator dishes to try and send hunters home 
with packaged alligator meat.

Directions
1. For the marinade; combine orange juice concentrate, orange juice, 

soy sauce, brown sugar and spices. Save half of it, covered in the 
refrigerator, for basting the kabobs on the grill later. Add gator cubes to 
the other half and stir to coat them well. 

2. Marinate for around 2 hours, covered in the refrigerator. Put the gator 
and veggies on skewers, throw ‘em on the grill and baste the kabobs 
with remaining marinade as they grill. Takes about 6-8 minutes to fully 
cook. 
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Ingredients
• 1 lb. alligator meat, ground or finely chopped
• 1 egg, slightly beaten
• 1 Tbsp. celery, finely chopped
• 1 Tbsp. fresh parsley, finely chopped
• 2-3 Tbsp. shallots, finally chopped
• 1 tsp. lemon pepper
• Salt and pepper to taste
• ¼ cup whole grain bread crumbs
• Cooking oil
• Flour, seasoned with a pinch of salt and pepper, to dredge

This is a nice recipe to use with ground or chopped alligator meat.  You 
can form them into patties and serve like a burger or make them into 
appetizer-sized meat balls.

Serves: 4

Alligator Cakes or Balls

Directions
1. Combine alligator, egg, celery, parsley, shallot, seasonings, and bread 

crumbs. Form into four patties if making burgers or form into 1 inch 
diameter balls, allow to set one hour in the fridge to firm up. 

2. Heat a 1-2 Tbsp. of cooking oil in a cast iron pan or skillet (more if you 
prefer to deep fry).

3. Dredge the alligator cakes or balls in flour and fry until browned and 
cooked through. Serve hot.
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Nutrition Considerations
Frog leg, turtle, and alligator meat are all very lean sources of protein 
with frog and turtle being especially low in fat.  The nutritional value 
of boneless, skinless chicken breast was added to the last column as a 
reference.  Notice how much lower in fat and calories some of the marsh 
meat is compared to the chicken!

Nutritional Value of Frog, Alligator, Turtle and Chicken

Data sources: 
1US Department of Agriculture, Agricultural Research Service, Nutrient Data Laboratory. USDA National Nutrient 
Database for Standard Reference, Release 28 (Slightly revised). Version Current: May 2016. 
Internet: http://www.ars.usda.gov/ba/bhnrc/ndl.
2US Department of Agriculture, Agricultural Research Service, Nutrient Data Laboratory. USDA Branded Food 
Products Database. Version Current: January 2017. Internet: http://ndb.nal.usda.gov.
*This nutrient profile is for green turtle meat which is now endangered and not legal for human consumption/
harvesting.  There is currently no nutrient data available for snapping turtle meat, therefore this nutrition 
information is just an approximation. https://www.worldwildlife.org/species/green-turtle.

Based on 3 ounce portions (85g): Frog legs 1, raw Alligator Meat 2 Turtle Meat 1*, raw Chicken skinless 
breast meat 1

Nutrients:

Energy (kcal) 69.62 82 76 92.6

Protein (g) 13.94 21.06 16.83 20.4

Total fat (g) .26 2.25 0.42 0.85

Total saturated fat (g) 0.065 0.748 0.108 0.085

Total mono-unsaturated fat (g) 0.045 N/A 0.075 0.085

Total poly-unsaturated fat (g) 0.087 N/A 0.014 trace

Minerals:

Ca (mg) 15 0 100 2.55

Fe (mg) 1.27 N/A 1.19 3.4

Mg (mg) 17 0 17 25.5

P (mg) 125 N/A 153 161

K (mg) 242 N/A 196 278

Na (mg) 49 56 58 45

Zn (mg) 0.85 N/A 0.85 0.77

Ingredients
• 2 lbs. gator meat, cut into cubes 
• 2 cups self-rising flour (2 cups regular flour, plus 1 Tbsp. Baking 

powder and ½ tsp. salt)
• 4 Tbsp. Everglades seasoning or Cajun-type fish seasoning
• Salt and pepper to taste 

Serves: 8

Gator Bites 

Directions
Heat a fair amount of vegetable oil to about 360°F. Combine flour and 
seasonings in a zip lock bag, coat gator meat a little at a time, fry a handful 
of pieces at a time until golden brown.

Most things taste good fried, yet these gator bites are truly delicious.  The 
self-rising flour is nice and light and the seasoning gives just the right 
amount of spice to compliment the alligator flavor.
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Presentation of Game
The final step is presenting game nicely at the table. 

You “eat with your eyes first” is a true expression known by chefs and 
restaurants. If food looks appealing, people want to eat it or are at least are 
willing to try it. If it looks nasty, well, you’ll have a harder time convincing 
people that it tastes good.

The term “plating” refers to making a dish look delicious by using a mix of 
color, textures, layering, and placement of foods on the plate. You can use 
the same techniques at home by choosing colorful vegetable side dishes 
or garnishing the plate with a bit of green parsley or a small section of 
fruit.  You may choose to serve meat on top of rice, potatoes, pasta, or salad 
greens with a drizzle of sauce over the top when plating game dishes. 
Another important consideration is the portions on the plate so that it 
looks balanced and food is not spilling off the plate.

If you have taken the time to harvest an animal and cook it, then take the 
time to set a nice table and enjoy the meal! You can always be creative, but 
a traditional way to set the table is forks on the left, knife and spoon on the 
right, drink above the knife and spoon slightly to the right, and a napkin 
under the fork. Enjoy your feast with family or friends or treat yourself to a 
well-deserved gourmet meal!

Photos credit: www.freshfromflorida.com
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