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By: Mike Peterson

There is a great misconception among
carnivores around the country: that grassfed beef is tough and chewy. It can be, but
the truth is not all grass-fed beef is created
equally, and much depends on how you
handle it. Trust me: I’m both a farmer and
a chef.
First let’s look at the facts. A 100%
grass-fed animal is typically 20 to 30
months old and weighs 1,000-1,200
pounds at slaughter. That’s about eight
to 12 months older than a conventionally
raised animal and hundreds of pounds
lighter. Conventionally produced beef is
closer in flavor, texture, and appearance
to mature veal than it is to actual beef. Age contributes to the flavor profile, fat content, and color of the meat. Fat -- which
contributes to tenderness -- will begin to turn yellow as the animal has greater exposure to green forage which contains a very
high amount of vitamin A and carotenoids. That means an older grass-fed animal begins to take on the terroir of where it is
raised. Soil types all across the world produce forages with varying nutrient values. Therefore, grass-fed beef will taste, look, and
feel different from one side of the world to the other.
Because a grass-fed animal can be a year and a half older than a grain-fed animal, it is important to understand the purpose of
each muscle as they have been working for a longer amount of time. The chuck and round come from the most utilized muscles
on the animal. Working muscles require low heat for a long period of time to tenderize them. Braising, roasting, smoking, or a
slow cooker are all methods that will ensure a successful dinner with a grass-fed roast. A tenderloin, which is protected by the
ribs, does virtually no work and is therefore more tender. It can handle higher heat for a short amount of time.
One advantage of grass-fed meat in a busy household is that it requires roughly 30% less cooking time than grain-fed. Steaks,
roasts, and ground will all cook quicker. You can also reduce your oven temperature on recipes requiring slow cooking by 50
degrees.
If you are considering a marinade for your beef, keep in mind that acid is essential as it aids in breaking down the fibrous
textures within lean (minimal intramuscular fat) cuts of beef like a NY Strip, Skirt Steak, Flank Steak, etc. An acid could include
citrus juice, olive oil, wine, beer, vinegar, buttermilk, whey, or yogurt. Stay away from many of the pre-made marinades that are
widely available and convenient. The majority of those are made for grain-fed beef that has little to no flavor on its own. A
marinade for grass-fed beef should emphasize the strong flavor that it already has, not compete with it. The most common
marinade that I use is simply olive oil, fresh rosemary, thyme, sage and a clove a smashed garlic. The garlic should be chopped or
smashed as a whole clove will not impart any flavor on your meat.
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Braising is generally used on tougher cuts of meat to help tenderize them. To braise,
first sear the meat, then cover and simmer in stock or some of the cooking liquid. With
braising, the moist heat will also help soften connective tissue, while keeping all flavor
and nutrients “self-contained” in the “sauce”.
Roasting is done in an uncovered, shallow pan in the dry heat of an oven. This can be a
time-consuming cooking method, but, once the meat is in the oven, it generally requires
little attention.
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If you purchase beef that has been
flash frozen, it should be defrosted one
of two ways: in your refrigerator for 24 to
48 hours or in a cool water bath. Never
microwave or use hot water to defrost
your beef as that will toughen it. Before
you begin to cook, you should allow the
beef to come to room temperature. This
will allow the cooking process to begin
immediately once you apply heat to the
meat. If you take it directly from the
refrigerator to a skillet or grill, it takes
time for the meat to begin to cook as it
needs to warm up first. That can lead
to meat that is cooked unevenly and
inconsistently. To the same point, you
should always preheat your skillet, grill,
or oven.
After you remove the steak from
heat, it should rest for 4-5 minutes
to allow the moisture to re-distribute
throughout the muscle. If you cut into it
right away, you lose every ounce of juice
to the platter. If you like a mediumrare steak, remove it from heat when
it’s just past rare. As the steak rests,
it will continue to cook for the next
several minutes. Grass-fed steaks and
hamburgers should not be cooked above
medium, as they begin to dry quickly at
that point.
You should always feel comfortable
asking your farmer for tips and ideas for
cooking their particular breed of cattle
as there is even variance from breed to
breed. You should also ask to ensure
that the beef you are purchasing is 100%
grass fed and grass finished. All cattle
at some point in their lives are grass fed,
and some labels read “Grass Fed Beef ”,
even though the farm or feedlot might
finish their animals on grain. Labels are
largely a marketing tool, and words like
“organic”, “natural” and “free-range” carry
less meaning than they ever have before.
Grass fed is now in that class as it is a
new buzz word that draws people in.
An educated consumer is a powerful
one: you have the right and option to
source your own food and nourish your
own body.
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