Everyone knows hamburgers are pretty near the top of the tailgater’s food
chain. They consistently hold the top spot on survey after survey. When
it comes to eating, Americans love beef. Americans consumed 27.3 billion
pounds of beef in 2008 and the USDA states that 42% of that was ground.
Most people already know where to get their favorite hamburger but buy-
ing fresh beef can be confusing without knowing a bit about the various
options, grades, cuts, and cooking methods.

Good news for consumers is that wholesale
beef prices are at an all-time industry low.

Good news for consumers is that wholesale beef prices are at an all-time
industry low. According to Beef Checkoff restaurants are high fewer high-
end cuts of meat due to people eating out less and staying home more. As
a result there are more premium cuts available in supermarkets at lower
prices and traditional cheap cuts are also inexpensive. Beef is graded by
the USDA based on the amount of marbling (fat within the lean), firmness
and texture, and the color of the beef. The most common grades you'll
find are: Prime - beef with the most marbling, usually sold to restaurants
and specialty meat markets, Choice - the most widely available grade on
the market with a little less marbling than prime, and Select - the grade
with the least amount of marbling, this grade is leaner but can also be less
juicy and less flavorful.

48 TAILGATER MONTHLY March | April 2




Beyond the grade of the beef one thing to take into consideration is how
and where the beef is raised. Most of the beef available to consumers comes
from conventionally raised cattle. These are cows that have been raised on
pasture for six months and then shipped to feedlots for “finishing” where
they are fed a high calorie diet to fatten them up and gain intramuscular fat,
which is what marbling is. Most of the feed consists of processed corn and
other grains. Some of these cows also receive growth hormones and antibi-
otics to prevent illness. Beef that is marked “Certified Organic” must be
raised under USDA standards that require cattle be fed 100% organic feed
and have access to pasture. They may be grain-finished but they cannot be
given growth hormones or antibiotics. Finally, grass-finished beef is marked
by the USDA as certified “Grass-Fed” and must be fed on a 100% pasture
diet their entire life. Most grass-finished beef is available in late spring and
early summer due to the seasonality of the pasture.

Organic meat has been steadily increasing in popularity for the last sev-
eral years and according to the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association
took a dip when the recession hit in 2008 but rebounded last year to lev-
els 14% higher than they were before the recession. This is largely due to
social consciousness and a greater public awareness of beef handling
methods. The not-so-obvious reason to choose beef from smaller pro-
ducers? In a word, flavor.
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Carrie Oliver, of The Oliver Ranch Company, (www.oliverranch.com) and
founder of The Artisan Beef Institute, compares beef to wine or beer, “As
wines vary by region, grape variety, winemaker, and aging technique, so
does beef. And as top vintners produce superior wines, there are ranch-
ers and butchers who create signature style beefs.” There are as many
breeds or crossbreeds of cattle as there are apples or grapes but at the su-
permarket it all ends up on the shelf as “beef” or sometimes “USDA
Choice” or “Prime.”

Knowing where the meat comes from is important. The breed of cattle
obviously makes a difference but so does the region in which they are
raised and how they are handled. Since all cattle eat grass, variations in
soil and climate as well as the grass or grains itself will affect the taste
and texture of the meat. “The best ranchers consciously choose their
breeds for how well they adapt to the local environment, very much like
a vintner selects which grapes to grow,” says Oliver.

Beef that is marked “Certified Organic”
must be raised under USDA standards that
require cattle be fed 100% organic feed
and have access to pasture.

Again, as with wine the aging process also plays a huge part in the fla-
vor of beef. A primary purpose of aging beef is to help tenderize it.
Dry aged beef is more expensive because the meat is kept at 34-36
degrees Fahrenheit, exposed to the air, for as long as 8 weeks and it can
lose as much as 20 percent of its weight due to evaporation and trim-
ming. “Il liken dry-aging beef as similar to a condensed soup or reduc-
ing a sauce, flavors become concentrated.” By contrast, wet-aging
means the meat has been kept in plastic wrap [you might use vacuum
sealed plastic instead]for period of time, sometimes for just a few days.
With wet-aging, since the meat is not exposed to the air it doesn’t lose
weight to evaporation or trimming . While wet-aging can also influence
flavor, one does not see typically see the same concentration of flavors
as with dry-aged beef.

Finally, in addition to any of the social or environmental benefits derived
from buying beef free of growth hormones and antibiotics, there is the
fact that beef produced in this manner typically has more flavor. As Car-
rie is quick to point out, “It's not all about the marbling.”

She recommends checking with your local butcher shop to see if they can
get beef from a quality source where they know all of the details from the
ranch to the feed yard to the slaughterhouse. You can also find beef on-
line and it’s best to sample from different sources before committing to a
large order. Eatwild.com has list of farms that will ship as well as local list-
ings. A side of beef can be close to 200 pounds after butchering so you
want to know what you are getting.
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Once you've found
a good source for
your beef the next thing
to determine is which cuts to buy
and how to prepare them. There are

8 primal cuts in a cow consisting of the
Chuck/Shoulder, Rib, Short Loin, Sirloin,
Round, Brisket/Shank, Plate, and Flank.
The first five cuts in that list follow along the
top of the cow and the last three run along
the top of the legs and under the cow. The
rib and short loin sections are where the most

tender and most expensive cuts come from including rib eye steaks, prime rib, and rib roast from
the rib section and New York strip steak, T-bone steak, porterhouse, and filet mignon from the short
loin. Cuts from the sirloin section are also very tender but tend to be better with a marinade. Tri-
tip comes from this section and is common in the West. In other parts of the country it gets cut up
into sirloin tips.

Chucx

Brisket Plate

The tougher cuts come from the more exercised parts of the animal like the shoulder and the rump.
These require moist heat cooking to melt the collagen in the connective tissue and become tender.
Braising, slow cooking, and smoking can turn cuts like the 7-bone roast (named for its numerical
shaped bone) or the brisket into a delicious meal. Pot roast is most frequently made by browning a
chuck roast and then slow cooking in liquid.

If you aren’t familiar with the Plate section of the cow, that’s where skirt steak and hanger steak
come from. As with flank steaks these are best if marinated overnight and then cooked quickly to
medium rare. Anything beyond medium will be extremely tough to chew. It is also always recom-
mended on tougher cuts of meat like the flank steak or tri-tip to slice the meat against the grain to
cut the long muscle fibers for easier chewing.

With all of the choices available there’s a lot more to beef than double cheeseburgers and there are
countless recipes online, on TV, and in print. Don’t be afraid to try something new and to step out
of the box to get beef somewhere other than the supermarket. You might find something you re-
ally enjoy. :fg{
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