The secret to Chiltern Firehouse's
mouthwatering steak is out
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London’s celebrity haunts Chiltern Firehouse and Kitty Fisher’s,
alongside Michelin-starred eateries Greenhouse and Kitchen Table,
share a meaty secret. They all source a rare and unusual beef from a
single Marylebone-based distributor, which has wowed the market.

Unlike almost all the other available cuts of beef, which come from
cattle that have been slaughtered aged between 18 months and two
years old, this meat comes from dairy cows that are up to 14 years old.



These free-range cows are all supplied by a distributor in the Tolosa

region in San Sebastidn in Spain, yielding a meat that is naturally
marbled with fat by the ageing process, with a deeper flavour than
standard beef.

The majority are retired dairy cows, or working oxen - Galician Blonds,

that have been put to pasture.

Restaurateurs Nemanja Borjanovic, 35, and Melody Adams, 31, are the
UK’s sole importers of the retired dairy cows and the oxen, both of
which take a minimum of 10 years to come to market. From a standing
start a year ago, the pair, who own the Donostia and Lurra restaurants,

have built up a beef business turning over £600,000.

Mr Borjanovic and Ms Adams first discovered the steak on a trip to the

Spanish gastronomic powerhouse.
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“We found a place called Bar Nestor, which only serves steak,” said Mr
Borjanovic. “We were so impressed that we spoke to Signor Nestor
about where to get it and he put us in touch with the producer in the
Basque Country.”

In the early days, Donostia would import 30 kilos each month, offering
the steak as a special in the restaurant and keeping the meat in a fridge
in their nearby flat.

“It did so well that people started leaving their business cards, saying,
'Next time you have the beef, give me a call.” We had a secret mailing
list,” said Ms Adams.

The company’s first commercial customer was the upmarket
steakhouse Goodman, which began buying 20 kilos a month for each of
its three sites. “Now, it buys half a tonne a month,” said Mr Borjanovic.



The business now boasts its own dry-aging room and a full-time driver
for the butcher’s van. The company, which has done no advertising,
recently received orders from Bristol and Manchester. “Growth has all
come from word of mouth,” he said. The venture’s list of customers
remains small - just 14 brands - but includes many of the top London
eateries.

There is very little threat from rival beef importers, claimed the couple.
“We have exclusivity agreements with the top two suppliers who can
get this type of beef,” said Mr Borjanovic. “You can get Galician beef

from a farmer in Galicia but it wouldn’t be available for export.”
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This is both a blessing and a curse: the meat venture has been a
runaway success but the challenge for the growing business is the
shortage of 10-year-old Galician cows.



“You can only get two fillets from each cow,” said Mr Borjanovic.
“Chiltern Firehouse now takes 50 a week, so we need 25 cows that are
14 years old a week just to satisfy them.”

“There’s no more fillet,” said Ms Adams. “We’ve stopped opening new
accounts.” The business will grow a maximum of 20pc a year.

We’ve heard of farmers bringing in their pet cows, with tears in their
eyes

As word spreads, customers are seeking older and older cows to ensure
a deeper flavour. “We supplied a loin from 1999 the other week,” said
Mr Borjanovic. “They can only get us one of those a month because
there aren’t that many old cows.” In San Sebastidn, word that the British
firm will pay up to €50,000 (£37,000) for one of these cows has spread.

“We’ve heard of farmers bringing in their pet cows, with tears in their

eyes,” said Mr Borjanovic. “But it’s had the best life a cow can, up to 18

years as a pet instead of just 18 months.” Many retired dairy cows were
previously sent to factories to be turned into low-value products, such

as dog food.

The price of this premium beef now stands at £26 per kilo at the top
end, which is still a far cry from the price of the world’s priciest beef,
Wagyu, which sells for £90 a kilo.



The couple, who met while working in finance, set up upmarket tapas
restaurant Donostia, their first venture, three and a half years ago.
Basque-country-inspired grill restaurant Lurra opened three weeks ago,
and the couple also run a wine import business. The pair’s next venture
is likely to be a boutique hotel in London: “That’s the dream.”



