Renowned for its intense flavour and exquisite tenderness, dry-aged beef has never been more
popular, or more lovingly prepared.
By Rachel Read

enlightenment
Imagine getting your hands on some of the finest quality produce in the
world, only to let it sit on a shelf for weeks to dry out, shrink and grow mould.
It’s not as crazy as it sounds, and the process of dry-ageing beef is lauded
by many of the world’s top chefs – as well as hungry diners who cannot get
enough of the stuff – for its rich flavour and buttery texture.

Surprisingly, the process has not changed much in a century. “Technology
can’t really have an impact on something that needs to occur naturally
over several weeks,” Sarrazin explains. “We’ve been able to expand the
space in which we can dry-age beef, and electricity can make moving
muscles easier, but people still have to care for the meat by hand – loading,
turning, moving and then determining through experience what is ready to
be trimmed and butchered.”
Though the dry-ageing process also works for meats such as larger cuts of
lamb and whole birds, it is beef that the public prefers. And while culinary
experts argue over what makes the best piece of beef, the science behind
dry-ageing is pretty clear.
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The good folk at United States meat purveyor DeBragga & Spitler certainly
know a thing or two about dry-ageing. Founded in the early 1920s, the
company has used the technique for decades and is renowned for
the quality of its dry-aged beef. “Very simply put, dry-ageing is an art,”
says DeBragga & Spitler’s President Marc John Sarrazin. “You need the
right temperature and humidity-controlled environment. You have to
understand what muscles to age, and how to position and care for the
meat over the ageing period; and you have to understand meat quality,
who the finest producers are, and what expectations you have of the
resulting meat. There is so much that goes into dry-ageing, and that’s why
true dry-aged beef is a rare pleasure.”
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Essentially, when beef is left to age, naturally occurring enzymes break down
muscle fibres, resulting in a more tender texture. Moisture also evaporates,
causing meat to shrink by up to 15 per cent of its original weight. This, combined
with fat oxidation when the meat comes into contact with air, leads to an
intensification of taste. Finally, a mouldy crust develops on dry-aged beef’s
surface, further adding to its trademark “funky” flavour. “Dry-aged beef is
tender, often less watery and in some cases has a distinctive buttery or bluecheese flavour,” explains Canadian author Mark Schatzker, who carried out a
three-year, seven-continent quest to find the world’s best steak for his book
Steak: One Man’s Search for the World’s Tastiest Piece of Beef. “However, when
it isn’t done properly, you can get flavours like dirty dishrags or sweaty socks.”
What most people do not consider, of course, is that almost all the meat we
consume is aged to some extent (we rarely eat cow fresh from slaughter, after
all), but it is more commonly wet-aged, the meat sealed in a bag with its own
juices, and so does not lose moisture, though it is still subject to the enzyme
process that causes tenderisation.
“Wet-ageing lacks the moisture loss, mould development and oxidation that
dry-ageing has, resulting in a less-intense flavour,” explains Chef Daniel Humm
of New York’s award-winning Eleven Madison Park restaurant (which is ranked
third in the 2016 World’s 50 Best Restaurants list). “The benefit to wet-ageing
is that it can be done in much less time, typically a week or two, as opposed to
weeks or months for dry-ageing. It is also generally much more economical. The
extra time, space and labour it takes to dry-age beef is typically built into the
price by weight, not to mention product loss from moisture loss and trimming
away the mould crust.”
There is some debate on the optimum length of ageing time, though
scientific research suggests that most tenderisation occurs during the first
10 days. After that, it’s more about taste. “Most steakhouses serve beef
aged for 30 days, as that’s probably where you start to see a difference in
the beef’s flavour,” says Humm.
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Dry-aged beef is tender, often
less watery and in some cases has a
distinctive buttery or blue-cheese flavour

– Mark Schatzker

DeBragga & Spitler has run tasting events in the hope of discovering optimal
ageing time, finding that beef aged for 21 days is less flavoursome than that aged
for 14 days. “The average piece of good beef is in transition [at 21 days], and its
texture and flavour are tense and closed,” says Sarrazin, adding that ageing beef
too long means it “begins to taste of decay”.

Steak: One Man’s Search for the World’s Tastiest Piece of Beef

Schatzker, however, believes it’s simply a matter of personal preference.
“People age beef for months and this can be extremely flavourful,” he says.
“Some people love it, some find it off-putting. It’s more like a fermented meat
product at that point.”
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Cuts that benefit the most from dry-ageing are steaks, where a tender texture
is desirable, and fatty cuts that oxidise more, intensifying the flavour. “The more
marbling a muscle has, the more it can benefit from longer ageing,” explains
Sarrazin. “A more-marbled prime beef benefits from 45 days, whilst something
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If you show people the care that has
been put into producing a quality product,
they tend to appreciate it more

– Daniel Humm
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uniquely marbled, like our American Wagyu Rib Roast, ages upward of 90 days.
As a rule, you cannot dry-age grass-fed beef because it’s generally too lean. You
also need bone to dry-age beef properly.”
Eleven Madison Park serves 140-day dry-aged beef. “It’s really delicious with a
super-concentrated flavour,” says Humm. “Since we serve such small portions,
it’s important that every bite be really impactful.” This is evident in one of the
restaurant’s most popular dishes: Roasted 140-Day Dry-Aged Ribeye with
Asparagus, Bone Marrow and Parmesan. “It’s a very simple dish that highlights
the age on the beef. The richness of the meat is reflected in the bone marrow
and bordelaise sauce, while the Parmesan echoes the cheesy notes that the
ageing process brings to the meat.” Elsewhere, Humm enjoys pairing his beef
with similarly strong flavours, like Smoked Eggplant Puree Seasoned with Fish
Sauce “to mirror the beef’s intensity and umami characteristics”.
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Nevertheless, with consumers increasingly focused on the provenance and
quality of ingredients, dry-ageing’s continued popularity seems assured. “Over
the last decade, there’s been a growing interest in the food world, and demand
for speciality products,” Humm says. “You now see dry-aged meats at higherend grocery stores, making them more accessible to the general public. People
care more about what they eat these days, whether it’s tracing the product’s
origin or understanding the process that goes into growing or treating it. If you
show people the care that has been put into producing a quality product, they
tend to appreciate it more.”

Humm

Schatzker

Humm

52

|

|

O

ELEVEN MADISON PARK PHOTOGRAPHY: FRANCESCO TONELLI

Not everyone agrees in the value of dry-ageing, however. “My personal belief
is that dry-ageing is extremely overrated,” Schatzker says. “In my view, it won’t
do much to improve a steak that’s bland and without character. The most
important variable when it comes to achieving flavour is the age at slaughter –
flavour really sets in after around 22 months. Also, the more grass that cattle eat,
the beefier their meat will taste. Grain fattens cattle quickly, but does so at the
expense of flavour. I think one of the reasons dry-ageing is so popular is because
it’s easier to age mediocre beef than to actually source truly great meat. I would
much rather people took an interest in what the cow ate and how old it was.”
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