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A Cut Above

BY SHANNON OELRICH my hus-

band, Dave, doesn’t like to eat steak
at a restaurant because he thinks he
can do just as well at home with a
good steak on the grill. I disagree,
not because of his grilling ability,
which is stellar, but because I like
the ambiance of a steak house.

A real steak house serves its meat
with pride and elegance. The sur-
roundings, whether opulent or down-
home, should make you feel a little
like a cattle baron or baroness. The
waitperson should set your dish down
with pride, the steak commanding its
place on the plate, unencumbered by
too many side dishes or garnishes.

But although we differ in opinion on
where to eat one, we both agree that the
most significant detail is the quality of
the steak. Choice is good, Prime is bet-
ter (see sidebar), but what about that
new darling of top chefs and aficiona-
dos, Kobe beef? It’s been praised for its
succulent texture and superb taste, but
it comes with a steep price tag.

WHAT IS KOBE BEEF?

Here in Texas, there isn’t any real
“Kobe” beef unless it’s been imported
from the Kobe region of Japan.
Rumors abound about how the
Japanese cattle are treated, including
regular massage and sake-soaked
feed, but in Texas, the emphasis is on
genetics and healthy cows.

Some Texas ranchers have imported
the Japanese Wagyu (wahg-you) breed
and crossbred it with Angus to create
a hearty cow with more intramuscular
fat, or “marbling,” than other U.S.
breeds. Most Kobe-style beef is raised
on a grain and grass diet, without hor-
mones or antibiotics.

Even though there’s technically
more fat, it turns out that it’s healthier
fat. Stephen Smith, a researcher at
Texas A&M University, found that

Wagyu beef is higher in unsaturated
fat and has higher levels of oleic acid
(which lowers bad LDL cholesterol)
than U.S. beef.

A&M researchers have also discov-
ered that the U.S. Prime beef supply is
not keeping up with consumer demand,
leaving the market wide open for the
super-rich Wagyu, even at its pre-
mium price. Consumer demand for
Prime beef is around 9 percent,
whereas only about 6 percent of the
U.S. beef supply is graded Prime.

PUT IT TO THE TEST

On a Friday afternoon, Texas Co-op
Power staff and friends gathered to
sample and rate different types of steak.
We purchased a few each of Choice,
Prime and Wagyu New York strips to
compare. (The Choice and Prime were
Certified Grass-Fed Angus purchased
from Central Market; the Wagyu was
from Yama Beef in East Texas.)

I respectfully asked Dave to follow
the grilling directions of Fred
Thompson, cookbook author and pit
master (see facing page). He grilled
the steaks to medium rare.

For most tasters, the biggest differ-
ence was between Choice and Prime.
While all of us thought the Choice was
good, and said we'd certainly serve it at
home, we agreed that the Prime steaks
were juicier, more tender and had a
better overall flavor—definitely worth
the price difference. The divide between
Prime and Wagyu was more subjective,
and split along gender lines. The men
noticed a difference, particularly in fla-
vor, but agreed that “for the price,” they
liked the Prime better. The women said
they could “taste the fat” in the Wagyu
beef—in a good way. We found it more
succulent and more flavorful. However,
unless for a very special occasion, we
agreed that our pocketbooks were more
comfortable with the price of Prime.

From top: Dave Oelrich readies three types of steak (from left: Kobe-style, Prime and Choice) for the
grill while Rose Van Overbeek looks on. The steaks are grilled to medium-rare while hungry testers

wait. The Oelrich family dog, 14-year-old Saxon, is an enthusiastic, though not discerning, tester.
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In Fred Thompsons newest book,
Barbecue Nation (The Taunton Press,
2007), he has this to say about grilling
steaks:

“Grilling a steak seems simple, but a
few home truths need to be observed.
Start with the best-quality meat. If you
can find American-raised, grass-fed
beef that’s Prime or aged, I urge you to
purchase it. Look for good marbling:
That’s the little white lines of fat run-
ning through the solid muscle of the
meat. Remember that fat transfers fla-
vor, so check your cholesterol fears at
the door. My recommendation is eat
good red meat, just less often. When it
comes to fuel, both charcoal briquettes
and gas are fine, although you might
want to give true hardwood charcoal a
try. It burns hotter,
which is what you
want (most steak-
houses are cooking at
800 degrees F plus).
Also, the flavor from
hardwood charcoal is
clean, natural, and
unadulterated. Season
your steak very sim-
ply. Make sure the
surface is dry except
for a little oil. Wet
beef won't sear as
well. I drizzle oil on
my steaks to help the heat transfer
begin—I get a better sear and more
caramelizing, a 10-cent word for lots of
flavor. Gild the lily at the end with but-
ter, either a purchased seasoned butter
or mix up your own. Plain unsalted
butter is just fine as well.”

THE PERFECT GRILLED STEAK
4 well-marbled | I/2-inch-thick New York
strip steaks, bone on if possible
Kosher salt to taste, about | teaspoon
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per steak

Freshly ground black pepper, about

| teaspoon per steak

Olive oil (not extra virgin), as needed

/s cup (‘2 stick) unsalted or seasoned

butter

Remove the steaks from the refriger-
ator at least 30 minutes before cooking.

Light a charcoal fire or preheat your
gas grill on high. Oil the grill’s cooking
surface.

Pat the steaks dry with a paper towel
and sprinkle each on both sides with the
salt and pepper, then drizzle with a light
coating of olive oil. Put the grill grates in
place and wait a few minutes as they
heat. Place the steaks on the grill. Cook
for a couple of minutes, until you can lift
them up from the grill without sticking,
then give each steak
a quarter turn.
Continue cooking for
another couple of
minutes, then flip the
steaks over. So far
they’ve cooked for 5
to 6 minutes. Grill
for another 5 to 6
! minutes on the sec-
ond side.

Touch the meat to
gauge its doneness*
and remove or con-
tinue cooking. When
done, remove the steaks to a platter, top
each one with a pat of butter, then wait 5
minutes, giving the butter time to melt
and the internal juices time to settle.
Serve, pouring any melted butter and
accumulated juices over the steaks.

*Checking for doneness without cut-
ting: Touch your cheek. When you push
on a steak and it feels like that, it’s rare.
The tip of your nose is medium, and your
forehead is well done. Timing helps, but
feeling it in your fingertips is foolproof.

fab it ffrald

USDA BEEF GRADES
According to the U.S. Department
of Agriculture (USDA), beef grad-
ing began back in the 1920s to
“ensure a uniform quality in con-
tract beef purchases.” The USDA
separates beef into eight grades:
Prime, Choice, Select, Standard,
Commercial, Utility, Cutter and
Canner. In most restaurants, you’'ll
find only Prime or Choice beef. In
the grocery store, you may find
any of the top three grades: Prime,
Choice or Select.

Marbling, the amount of fat in
the muscle, is the main criterion by
which the grades are assigned. To
be labeled “Prime,” a cut of beef
must contain no less than 8 percent
intramuscular fat. The USDA notes
that the grading process is volun-
tary, but most beef producers com-
ply with it because of the marketing
benefits associated with, especially,
the top three grades.

Note: Beef graded “Prime” has
nothing to do with “prime rib,” which
refers to the part of the cow from
where the meat is cut.

Runners-up will also receive a prize.

November’s recipe contest topic is SOUTHERN CAKES. Get out those tattered, stained recipe cards and share with us your
recipes for genteel, old-fashioned cakes. Send them to Home Cooking, 2550 S. IH-35, Rustin, TX 78704. You may also fax them
to (512) 486-6254 or e-mail them to recipes@texas-ec.org. Please include your name, address and phone number, as well as
the name of your electric co-op. The deadline is July 15. The top winner will receive a tin filled with Pioneer products.
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