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A lanky and eager guy with a bush hat held around his neck by a cord,
Jorge runs the secluded and rustic fishing-and-rock-climbing lodge
Valle Cantado, with his wife. One of their specialties is home-cooked
parrilla served to small groups traveling downriver by boat. Jorge took
us to look at the quincho, which is like a walk-in dome-shaped oven
with a diameter of about 50 feet and a ventilation hole in the peak of the
roof. It was well over 100 degrees inside.

Within moments of arriving, I was cradling a glass of Malbec and looking down on
several platters of perfectly prepared meat. AsIate, I swore I could taste therivers, the
hardwoods, and the mountains. Just when I wondered if it was possible to become
paralyzed from overeating, Jorge suggested we climb into the hills behind his property
to investigate a number of ancient cave dwellings. I commented to Katie that we
should have waited to eat until after we’d climbed. Jorge overheard this and assured
me that I could have more meat once we climbed down.

I FIGURED I'D EATEN about 20 pounds of beef in seven days, and for the first time in
my life Iwas considering going on a vegan cleanse. I was hurting as we flew 1,200 miles
north of Bariloche to Salta, smack in the heart of Beef Zone III. Salta, a historic Span-
ish colonial city, lies near the northeast border with Bolivia; it’s a rugged and hot place
dominated by big ranches, dusty farmland, fast-moving flatbed trucks, and lanky
dogs. I was traveling north of the city in the early-morning darkness with Agustin
Arias, whose home, Estancia el Bordo de las Lanzas, produces beef, polo horses,
tobacco, and a wide variety of organic crops.

We'd gotten up at 3 A.M. because Agustin had promised to show me a slaughter-
house, which was a couple of hours away. (Katie had bowed out and found herself
a swimming pool and a bowl of fresh fruit.)

I was dozing against the window when Agustin awoke me with a proclamation:
“There are two things that are important in Argentina,” he said. “Soccer and beef”

“Ithink I heard that line from someone already;’ I said, “except the person said—"

Agustin interrupted. “Politics, labor strikes, polo... The first word doesn’t matter.
The second word—beef—that’s what matters.”

As the truck took a series of rolling bumps, I began to question the integrity of the
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Estancia el Bordo de
las Lanzas, near Salta

steak I'd eaten from the plastic grocery sack
near the airport. My stomach was making
peculiar sounds. When I explained my con-
cerns to Agustin, he suggested a remedy of
red wine.

Iexpected the slaughterhouse to be some-
how less advanced than the ones I've visited
in the States, but in fact it was as modern and brisk and
sanitized as anything I've ever seen. I followed one an-
imal through the processing line. Its journey began with
a blow to the head and ended as 20 knife-wielding
workers took the steer apart as easily as someone un-
dressing for bed. I looked at Agustin and made a joke
about the unappetizing nature of the spectacle by
patting my stomach.

“Yes,” he said. “It makes me ready for dinner, too”

Imade an embarrassing performance during alunch of
beefribs, and then Agustin took me to visit a good buddy
of his. We drove back south toward Salta, then followed a
byzantine maze of doubletracks and trails that wound
their way higher and higher into the dry, brown hills. Just
when I figured there couldn’t possibly be anything back
there, we rounded a corner and came across four gau-
chos separating a group of cows and calves in a cloud of
dust. As we watched, the owner of the estancia, Fran-
cisco, pulled up alongside us. The first thing Francisco
said to me was “Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, we eat
meat. And we eat meat the day after those days, too.”

In most respects, Francisco looks like your typical
Wyoming rancher: four-door Ford diesel pickup, cow-
boy boots, a big gut that prevents his shirt from being
fully tucked in. What set him
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apart was his red beret, which he wore with a
haphazard fold above his ear. He has a 74,000-
acre estancia and runs 4,000 head of cattle on
it. The estancia has been in Francisco’s family
since the 1700s. Back then, they were raising
the animals mostly for leather. Beef produc-
tion didn’t become the primary aim of the
estancia until the advent of refrigeration,
which allowed for the storage and distribution
of fresh beef.

Francisco has not taken to trends in organic
ranching. Rather, he’s a follower of old tradi-
tions in organic ranching. When I asked if he
uses antibiotics and hormones to facilitate
faster growth, he responded as though I had
asked him if it’s socially acceptable to pinch
your grandmother on the fanny. To do so would
be a violation of cultural mores, he answered.

I found that Francisco doesn’t employ the
more egregious practices used by American
ranchers. Many of Francisco’s strategies are
mandated by the economic realities of Ar-
gentina, where beef must be produced inex-
pensively. Instead of producing cattle with an
eye toward high fat content, large body size,
and quick growth, his aim is to raise healthy
animals that can take care of themselves and
live comfortably on the habitat without re-
quiring constant attention from vets and
gauchos. The calves must be small enough to

pass through their mother’s birth canal with-
out human assistance. Rather than fattening
cattle on grain for four months, which is typ-
ical in the United States, he puts his animals
on grain for only five or six weeks before
sending them to slaughter. It’s just enough to
add 80 pounds to the carcass, rather than the
400 pounds common in the U.S. For the
rest of their lives, Francisco’s cattle run
free-range in the meadows of his estancia.

Driving around with Francisco, I sometimes
got the sense that we were watching a form of
wildlife rather thanlivestock. His eyes bright -
ened when he saw some animals through a
distant gap in the trees. As we pulled up to
Agustin’s truck, Francisco seemed contem-
plative. “Everyone can produce beef. But in
Argentina we have good grass, good estancias,
and a good tradition. That’s why Argentinean
beefis the best”

THAT NIGHT, BACK at Agustin’s, I thought of
Francisco’s statement as I poured Katie and
myself yet another glass of red wine and
watched one of Agustin’s hired men prepare
our meal on an outdoor parrilla. It was a
process I'd seen half a dozen times or so by
now, but still I reveled in the precision and
uniformity of the task. There was the lighting
of locally collected hardwood; the thoughtful
adjustment of the grill; the sprinkling of salt,
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as careful as a beautician applying makeup;
the long spell of patient waiting.

In America, we pretend that innovation and
change are the hallmarks of great cuisine.
We’ve even made game shows out of our de-
sire to rethink every aspect of what goes into
our mouths. There’s always a new way to do
this, a better way to do that. Hanging around
in Argentina, though, I fell in love with the
way people strive for a known and traditional
goal. Not only do they know how to cook par-
rilla; they know that they know how. There’s
no apology, no second-guessing, and no need
to mess with a winning system.

Forty-five minutes passed, and then an
hour. The rib bones slowly turned the color
of coffee with milk. The sausages lost their
swollen, slightly medical look. The flank
went from looking rubbery and impenetrable
to something you could cut with a fork. It was
slowly surrendering to the powers of heat and
time, and once again my stomach was sur-
rendering to the power of the parrilla. I'd
waited eight years to eat this steak, and I took
comfort that in eight more years I could come
back and find it exactly the same. o
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