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Northern pike, North Dakota’s state fish, are every bit as good on the table as 
other game fish, and fight better than most. Slight changes in attitude and fishing 
tactics can help you take advantage of tremendous angling opportunities. Tactical 
changes are as simple as awareness that walleye rigs with 4- to 8-pound test line 
and no leader will eventually be lost if a pike snaps at the bait. Losing too many 
rigs can be costly if you’re not prepared. Beef up your line to 10- or 12-pound test 
and add a leader while fishing walleye in pike-inhabited waters. You may miss a 
few walleyes, but you won’t spend near as much time tying on new hooks. (Dark-
house spearfishing in most North Dakota lakes is another alternative to harvesting 
pike for the table.)

A change in attitude about pike is perhaps best accomplished by solving the one 
major annoyance associated with them – eliminating those nasty Y bones. Picking 
through a dozen bones to get a bite of fish is an inconvenience for many anglers 
who shy away from keeping pike and have eliminated them from their menu. 

With a little practice, anyone can master the following process and provide deli-
cious, boneless pike for the table for years to come.
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Remove the rib bones. The cut should start along the top edge of the 
rib cage. The knife blade should be nearly parallel to the cutting board, 
but angled slightly downward. Slice under the rib bones, working the 
blade toward the belly. Slicing under the rib bones with a little upward 
pressure on the knife will ensure a cut close to the rib bones so no 
meat is wasted.

Remove the fillet from the body of the fish. As for any meat processing, 
a sharp and flexible fillet knife makes a world of difference between an 
easy task and a frustrating one. Keep the skin on the fillet for now, it will 
be removed in a later step.
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The Y bones are positioned along the back of the fish as shown above.  
The short arm of the Y bones may be visible as little white dots, and 
you can feel their tips by running your finger along the fillet. To make 
the first cut, slice downward at 90 degrees to the cutting board along 
the top side of the visible Y bones. Cut down gently until you feel the 
knife contact the Y bones, but do not cut all the way through them. 
After the initial cut, turn the blade parallel to the cutting board. Using 
gentle downward pressure and guiding the knife along the bones, slice 
toward the top of the fillet. The first cut removes the meat above the Y 
bones, exposing them to view. (Note: you may remove this boneless 
portion of meat at this point if you’re doing this at home, but to keep 
the fillet in one piece for transportation purposes, it’s best to stop your 
cut before completely removing this section.) 
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The second cut will remove the Y bones. Begin the second cut about 
a quarter-inch below the first cut, along the length of the fillet. Slice 
under the lower short arm of the Y bone, and continue to slice under 
the long arm of the Y bone. Similar to removing the rib cage, your 
knife should be roughly parallel to the cutting board, with gentle 
upward pressure to maintain contact with the Y bones. 

Remove the strip of meat containing the Y bones, resulting in a bone-
less fillet. 
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In the last step, remove the skin from the fillet. Grasp the tail end, 
carefully working the knife between the fillet and the skin. Work all 
the way through to the end. Discard the skin and rinse your fillet in 
water to prepare for cooking or packaging. 
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7 Congratulations, you have successfully removed the Y bones from 
a delicious northern pike fillet. Repeat this process to remove the Y 
bones and skin for the other side. This technique produces excel-
lent boneless pike, but like any filleting, it may take some practice 
to master. Until you are more comfortable removing the bones, we 
recommend practicing at home.

Remove skin

Final product
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Check out our detailed video of pike Y bones at 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=GDUgQCAIUHg

(REPEAT STEPS FOR OTHER SIDE OF FILLET)

ILLUSTRATION OF NORTHERN PIKE 
Y BONE REMOVAL
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GAME AND FISH  

DEPARTMENT

Headquarters Office:

100 N. Bismarck Expy.

Bismarck, ND  58501

(701) 328-6300

Devils Lake Office:

7928 45th St. NE

Devils Lake, ND 58301 

(701) 662-3617

Dickinson Office:

225 30th Ave. SW

Dickinson, ND  58601

(701) 227-7431

Lonetree WMA:  

1851 23rd Ave. NE

Harvey, ND  58341

(701) 324-2211

Riverdale Office:

406 Dakota Ave.

Riverdale, ND  58565

(701) 654-7475

Jamestown Office:

3320 E Lakeside Rd.

Jamestown, ND 58402

(701) 253-6480

Williston Office:

13932 W. Front St.

Williston, ND  58801

(701) 774-4320

gf.nd.gov/fishinggf.nd.gov/fishing
Email: ndgf@nd.govEmail: ndgf@nd.gov

Check out the fishing tab on the Game and Fish Check out the fishing tab on the Game and Fish 
Department’s website at gf.nd.gov to find stocking Department’s website at gf.nd.gov to find stocking 

reports, lake contour maps and other useful  reports, lake contour maps and other useful  
information for northern pike fishing.information for northern pike fishing.

W H E R E  T O  F I N D

I N  N O R T H  D A K O T A

REPRINTED APRIL 2021

The NDGFD receives Federal financial assistance from the US Fish and Wildlife Service and the US Coast Guard.  In accordance 
with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act 
of 1990, the Age Discrimination Act of 1975, and Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, the NDGFD joins the US Department 
of the Interior and its Bureaus and the US Department of Homeland Security in prohibiting discrimination on the basis of race, color, 
national origin, age, disability, sex (in education programs or activities) and also religion.  If you believe you have been discriminated 
against in any program, activity, or facility as described above, or you desire further information, please write to: ND Game and Fish 
Department, Attn: Chief of Administrative Services, 100 N. Bismarck Expressway, Bismarck, ND 58501-5095 or to: Office of Civil 
Rights, Department of the Interior, 1849 C Street, NW, Washington, DC  20240.  The TTY/TDD (Relay ND) number for the hearing or 
speech impaired is 1-800-366-6888.


