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New Yorkers are forking out morethan $40foraburger

% MmadefromKobe-reared beef.But what's so special about it?
 Sanjiv Bhattacharya goesinto Japan'sremote cattle
countrytodiscover the moo behind the myth

oucanbuy a §41 burgerin New York these  Farmer, Mr
days, at the Old Homestead Steakhouse Nakanishi
on Ninth Avenue. The owner, Greg Sherry, withoneof
calls it the Kobe-burger, because though hisprize
the cows come from Oregon, they are Kobebeef
raised according to the methods of cattle  herdinthe

farmersin Kobe, Japan. But who knows what those meth-  hillsoutside

ods are? Not Greg. 'l think it’s because they don't force  Tokyo.

feed them, he says, vaguely. ‘Basically, they raise the cows

slower, more carefully. But listen, we're not selling real

Kobe beef here. At best, it’s an American approximation.

Thereal deal, from Japan, you can’t even import that stuff

and it would cost hundreds of dollars if you could. It's

just amazing. And there’s this whole legend around it,

about beerand music, you know, but I really couldn't say

what's true and what’s not...

Ah yes, the legend. I first heard the legend of Kobe beef
Jast June from a portly old Japanese man with a snowy
beard and sparkling eyes (for the dispensation of myths,

February 2003 OFM 31



Mr Tanaka could not have been better
designed). We were sitting on an Air Nip-
pon flight to ‘Tokyo, and had barely
exchanged pleasantries when lunch
arrived - adismal chicken teriyaki effort. |
heard him chuckle. "My meat's like rubber,
how's yours?' he said.'Oh dear, look at the
state of yourbroccoli!” (In-flight food islike
the weather or any number of shared dis-
comforts - whenit's bad, it's just bad, but
whenit'sawful,it’sabonding experience.)

As our conversation veered into Japan-
ese cuisine in general, taking in Nobu Mat-
suhisa, puffer fish and Iron Chef, Mr
Tanaka asked whether I had tried Kobe
beef. ‘Oh but it's the finest beef in the
world!" he said. ‘Youmust visit Kobe your-
selfand see,” And fora good 10 minutes, he
rhapsodised about a meat so exquisitely
marbled that it melts in your mouth, a
steak sensation nonpareil, a delicacy, an
extravagance, an epicurial wonder,

‘You see, the farmers have a secret way
of raising the cattle, he said, lowering his
voice conspiratorially. ‘It is said that they
feed the cows beer! And they massage
them with sake!” He burst out laughing.
‘Not a bad lifestyle really, if you're a cow!”

Oreven if your're not a cow, Mr Tanaka -
ifitweren’t for the inevitable chop, I'd sign
up myself. But is it true? It makes sense
that the myth involves beer in a nation
whose lager obsession rivals that of our
owi. (Only in Japan will you find your
hotel lobby teeming with businessmen
drinkinglitre bottles of Sapporo at 6am on
a Sunday morning,) But does beef’s holy
grail really lead to a bunch of secretly
smashed cows in southem Japan slurping
Asahi from troughs?

Certainly, the rumours are rife,as a quick
Google scarch reveals, but they lack con-
sistency. At onc extreme, the beery diet is
given onlyafleeting mention, at the other
pole, Kobe cows are depicted as nothing
short of bovine Waynettas on holiday, for
whom life is but a cycle of food, booze,
snooze and - so as not to strain the poor
dears - the occasional rubdown. The logic
goes that a regime of beer and massage
relaxes the cows and relaxed, happy cows
make tender, tasty sirloins. It's stress and
exertion, apparently, that makes fortonugh
steak, so not only are the squiffy beasts
encouraged to forget their warries and
cares, they are expressly forbidden any
exerciseand, according to some accounts,
further soothed with calming music.

Orat least, that’s the story,

Determined to find oul the truth, | took
Mr Tanaka's advice and travelled to Kobe
on the bullet train (four hours west of
Tokyo). After all, so many questions
remained unanswered. Why beer, for
example, and not wine? Ilow much do
cows drinkand do they get rowdy? Randy?
Is there an age limit, or can calves get plas-
tered too? Who discovered this technique,
anyway,and how? And if steak is improved
by plying cows with lager, what about
lamb chops: do sheep like a drink, too?

Kobe beef is one of the first sights to
greet visitors upon arrival at Shinkobe sta-
tion. Just beyond the turnstiles, near the
tourist office with its Welcome to Kobe
posters, is acollection of steaks in a glass

From the top: Sanjivwith MrMajimaat City
Hall; Kobe beefinthe supermarket; being
preparedinarestaurant; chefsreceiveaKobe
beefaward.

display case. They look nothing like the
two-tone kind you find in cartoons and
English supermarkets (with the thick
white trim around the lean red flesh);
Kobe beefis so densely streaked, so capil-
larised with thin white rivulets, that the
fatand the lean seem to vie for supremacy,
the line between them is near impossible
to draw. Admittedly, such intense intra-
muscular marbling can look grotesque at
first, as though the fat were a disease that
had infested the meat, but | blame this
knee-jerk response on years of anti-fat
indoctrination. Where beefis concerned,
fatis flavourand Kobe beefis abundantly,
defiantly riddled with the stuff. It cocks a
snookat calorie counters, cholesterol lob-
bies and fitness killjoys. Just seeing it out
there, as the pride of Kobe, is liberating,
(Incidentally, much of the fat in Kobe beef
is unsaturated, which is a lesser evil than
the saturated stuff.)

‘Excuse me,isit true that these cows are
fed beerand massaged with sake? lasked
the lady at the beef stand. Her Welcome-
to-Kobe smile stiffened at once.

‘I'm sorry, sir, | cannot answer you, she
said, blushing. ‘You must ask someone
else.lam only selling, Please stand to one
side sir, thank you.” She handed me some
street maps, and in a fit of bowing, turned
to her next customer.

Unperturbed, [ ventured into the San-
nomiya district, the throbbing heart of
Kobe's nightlife - young girls on mobile
phones, hoys on skateboards, herds of
tanked-up office clones pouring in and
out of hostess bars. Sannomiya is where
Kobe comes to eat, drink, sing karaoke and
sample the pleasures of the flesh, both
bovine and bordello. Typically, there were
also plenty of gaijins (foreigners) out and
about, Unlike nearby Kyoto, which is
home to all that is old and traditional in
Japan, Kobe is known for its progressive,
cosmopolitan character, as befits Japan’s
oldest international trading port. In fact,
foreign sailors and merchant seamen
were the first to spread the myth of Kobe
beefbackin the early nineteenth century.

If anyone knew the truth about Kobe
beef, it would be Chef Uenosan, the squat
and jolly proprietor of Sannomiya’s popu-
lar Steakland restaurant (‘serving Kobe
Beefforss years!"), He buys 1,200 carcasses
a year, he counts several cattle farmers
among his personal friends and he even
acquires a beefy pallor when flushed. ‘We
can talk about the cows later, but first, you
must eat,” he said, proudly unveiling a
160zslab. ‘Thope you're hungry.!’

Typically, Kobe beefis prepared teppan-
yaki style - that is, in a blur of scraping
spatulas, onasteel hot plate (the teppan),
right before your eyes (‘vaki’ means ‘stir
fry'). Though many chefs interpret this
performance cooking as an opportunity to
pull silly little stunts like flipping shrimp
into their top pockets, Uenosan was mer-
cifully restrained. The art to cooking Kobe
beef, he explained, is to sear, as you would
foic gras orahituna. The meat’s composi-
tion is so uniquely fatty, that were it to be
prepared like aregular steak, the fat would
seep out, taking the flavour with it, and
the remaining flesh would collapse like a






