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PAMPERED
OWS AND
THE £28

IT IS DOUBTFUL that the clientele of Asia de
Cuba, London’s iiber-trendy restaurant, could
pronounce the word “Tudweiliog” let alone pin-
point it on a map of Wales.

The remote village on a tip of the Lleyn
Peninsula has no discernible connection with
the glitterati who regularly socialise here.

Not, that is, until now. Little do they know it,
but this hamlet overlooking the Irish Sea is
becoming increasingly central to the cosmopoli-
tan lifestyles of London's elite.

For the past few weeks diners here have
been enjoying a rare and expensive delicacy —
a delicacy that is already taking Manhattan by
storm. “Kobe” burgers — made from the most
expensive beef in the world — are selling for
£28 each in Asia de Cuba, and their popularity
is growing.

When the beef arrived in New York three
weeks ago, customers at the Old Homestead, an
acclaimed restaurant in the meatpacking
district, were queuing before opening time to
pay $40 (£24) each for a burger, described as a
20-ounce mound of “beef foie gras”. The beef,
from the Wagyu breed of cattle in Japan, is
more expensive than caviar, high in unsaturat-
ed fat and has a whitish colour due to the “mar-
bling” of the meat. Yet within three days of it
topping the menu, supplies were sold out. In
London, demand has started healthily and is
predicted to rocket over the next 12 months.

And where is this gourmet beef coming
from? Not the Kobe region of Japan, as one
might expect, but from the rolling, green
pastures of Tudweiliog.

David Wynne Finch, a Welsh farmer, owns
the only herd of Wagyu cattle in Europe. There
are 60 of them on his farm, all the colour of
dark chocolate, all looking considerably more
relaxed than the skittish creatures that you see
in the average field.

This, apparently, is the key to the quality of
the Wagyu's meat. [ts tenderness is the result of
a pampered existence — apart from the bit
where they meet the slaughterman, of course.

Wagyu cattle are the Naomi Campbells of _

the bovine world. Following Japanese tradition,
they must be regularly massaged with brushes
to distribute their fat into the meat, then rubbed
with sake to make their coats shine.

They eat only the finest grains and hay, and
in summer their menu is expanded to include
gallons of lager or beer designed to stimulate
their appetites.

Traditionally Kobe beef has only been avail-
able in Japan where the industry has been a
fiercely guarded affair. Recently however,
Western businessmen have caught on to the
fact that there is money to be made at the upper
end of the restaurant market, and select breed-
ing programmes have started to pop up in
Australia, Canada, the US and Europe.
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Finch, a former agro-industrial banker who
spent two years trading grains and oil seed in
Chile and Argentina, is one of them. He
returned to the family farm in Wales four years
ago to pursue his venture after spotting what he
believes is a potentially lucrative gap in the
market.

He has invested much in it and knows that it
is a risk. These are curious times for the burger:
McDonald's has just made its first-ever loss;
BSE and the foot-and-mouth crisis proved a
disaster for the British beef industry.

Yet despite a dip in the economy, upmarket
eating is faring well. Pat Neviani-Aston, a lei-
sure analyst for Mintel, says that the number of
ABs— the target for Wagyu — has increased in
recent years, providing more potential custom-
ers. However, she adds, if war erupts in the Gulf
and the economy is hit, luxury items are often
the first casualties when people cut back.

“The impression we get is that the upmarket
end of the dining-out market is doing well,” she
says. “These days people like treating them-
selves and they tend to do that with good-qual
ity food. But when there is a downturn in the
economy people do downgrade the type of food
that they eal.”

Segundus is Finch's premier bull and, at
three years old, can probably lay claim to being
the luckiest bull in Britain. Finch brought him
over from Japan in 1999 as an embryo (travel-
ling, after all, is way too stressful) and had him
implanted in the womb of a surrogate mother.
Segundus benefits from all the luxuries of being
a Wagyu bull but will never face the butcher’s
knife. His job is simply to drink lager and
impregnate Wagyu cows which, in anyone's
baok, is not a bad life.

Segundus hoovers up the contents of a
maize bucket as his master, aged 32, explains his
plan. “Red meat has had a bad rap in recent

IN SUMMER THE COWS" MENU
INCLUDES GALLONS OF
LAGER OR BEER DESIGNED TO
STIMULATE THEIR APPETITES

years,” Finch says. “If you look in supermarkets
there are loads of different types of bread but
beef is just beef. It's either eaten as veal or when
il's quite old and tough, We're aiming to put
some structure back in the market, perhaps be
the Bentley of beef to give people something to
aspire to. | see it as a gourmet food and there is
a huge potential market in Europe.”

Finch sees it as a way of restimulating a
market which was badly hit by the BSE crisis.
The fervour with which the wealthy are lapping
it up (Ax! Rose, Michael Douglas and Donald
Trump were among the Old Homestead's first
customers) indicates that there may also be the
flicker of a backlash against the low-fat, spartan
fare favoured in Hollywood. Finch intends to
target eclite hotels and restaurants in major
cities such as Manchester and Edinburgh, as
well as in London,

Another and equally welcome possibility
from Finch's point of view is that Wagyu may
tempt some vegetarians back to meat. Many
vegetarians decline animal products not he-






