Life Beyond the Arena

By: Liza Jane Nichols   

   A benefit of the Corriente cattle business is the diversity of marketing opportunities that are available. We appreciate the fact that Corrientes calve on their own, require less feed and water than conventional beef cattle, are less selective when they graze, and have a lighter impact on the land. Because they are athletes, we can train our horses with them, work our dogs and just cut, rope or have fun being with them.  We can sell them for breeding stock, roping and other sports, lease them so someone pays us and feeds them, or charge people to rope, dog or cut with them.  These are all advantages of raising Corrientes.

Over the last few years, we’ve extended our efforts into a new market that fits like a sweet heel trap into the full loop of Corriente business opportunities – 100% Grass-fed Corriente Beef.  

 It all started when we accepted a beef tasting challenge.  Some friends of ours were really serious about their grain-finished Angus beef, even investing in improved genetics to maximize tenderness and flavor.  They were poking fun at our lean cattle – so we said, “ let’s throw down” with a blind taste test.  Unknown to them, we had butchered one of our ancient ones, a 22 yr. old open cow.  We also had a 6 yr. old cow in the freezer, so we offered up samples of both of these for the contest.  All the beef was cooked the same, hot & fast.  Our friends and the other people could hardly believe that the 22 yr. old won for the best flavor, and the Angus took the tenderness category.   But the 6 yr. old Corriente received a unanimous choice for best flavor & tenderness! They are still telling that story.

So two years ago, when the economy was starting to pinch us, we had a dozen undesirable cows that we wanted to move out of our herd.  We couldn’t stand to give them away at the sale yard, so we decided to offer them for sale as grass-fed Corriente beef.  We were sold out in a week.  Instead of  .30 cwt we grossed $1,400 each.   We learned quite a bit that year, and one of the greatest lessons was that there is a huge demand for grass-fed, lean beef.  Our customers know alot more than we do about what they want, and they want what we have, it is just hard for them to find.  

We decided to send a sample of our beef to a food science lab for fatty acid testing.  The results were impressive and we compared them with data on other meats available to consumers from the USDA National Nutrient Database.
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Grams of Fat 2.2 37.7 10.2
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This past year we sold 24 cows, most of them between 4 to 9 years of age.  We are selling direct bulk, which means that the customer buys the animal prior to slaughter, and pays based on the hanging weight.  A custom mobile slaughter business comes to our ranch for harvest, and then takes the carcasses to a custom butcher shop a few miles away.   Here they are slow-cooled and dry-aged for a minimum of 14 days.  The butcher contacts the customers for their cutting order.  When the meat is packaged and frozen, we load it all up and head to the city for delivery.  We make arrangements to meet in a big parking lot and arrive to a group of enthusiastic, appreciative, happy customers.   

In the fall we hauled a couple cows to the nearest USDA plant, a couple hours from home.   I received my Meat Seller’s License and started selling our beef at the local grocery store.   We’re selling the burger for $4.50/lb and the steaks range from $12.50 - $16.00/lb.  It is moving well, despite the economy.  We’ve found that our direct sales customers really welcome the smaller cuts and quantity of beef when purchasing a whole or half animal.  They understand that this is a seasonal product and they need to purchase enough to have a year’s supply. 

Last year we used our steers to put on ropings and will add them to our beef list this coming season.  We plan to sell 40 – 50 head this year for beef.  

We still have a lot to learn, but believe that there is good potential for Corriente producers to enhance their businesses through the sale of grass-fed beef.  Many producers struggle with the paradigm of needing to finish cattle with grain.  There are many good reasons not to invest in grain for Corrientes, one of the best is that our customers don’t want it.  They will pay you more if you only use grass, and the health benefits, flavor and lower producer expense is hard to argue against.  If this is something that you are interested in learning more about, there are many good resources available.  

Lastly, it will be important as we develop these markets, to insist on registered Corriente cattle exclusively if they are marketed as Corriente beef.   Slow Food, an international organization that has recognized Corriente as a heritage breed, encourages its 100,000 members to “eat it to save it” and this is a good philosophy.  The goal of preserving the Corriente breed is also the mission of the NACA, and we need strong, diversified markets to keep producers viable.  

