Going custom ... Mad cow scare boosts business for smaller meatpackers

By Megan Hinds
Times-News writer

JEROME -- Butchering a cow or pig to stock a home freezer used to be the norm in rural America.

But as the beef, pork and chicken industries grew into multimillion-dollar enterprises and the United States became more urban, Americans without a few head of cattle in the pasture began buying their meat from supermarkets.

Clint Carlin, co-owner of Carlin Inc. in Jerome, and other Magic Valley custom-cut meat operators say a sort of renaissance is taking place these days -- consumers are shunning their grocers' display cases in favor of home-grown meat cut and wrapped to their personal tastes.

Today's supermarket meat just isn't the same quality as it used to be, Carlin said. And after recent mad cow disease scares as well as E. coli bacteria and listeria contamination worries, consumers are demanding to know exactly where their meat comes from -- and how it is processed.

"(Mad cow disease) has enhanced people's awareness of what they eat," said Carlin, who has owned and operated his business since 1983 with his wife, Denise. "We get people calling us and saying, 'I remember when meat used to taste better.'"

It all comes down to the aging process, which Carlin says is a practice not followed these days in the high-revenue-driven commercial meatpacking industry. When an animal enters a large meatpacking house, it is butchered, cut and packaged within three to four days, he said.

Smaller meatpackers believe in dry aging -- hanging a side of beef for two to three weeks in a dry cooler. The process shrinks the carcass by removing water and allows natural enzymes to break down the fibers in the meat, making it tender and juicy when cooked, Carlin said. 
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Clint Carlin, owner of Carlin Inc. in Jerome, explains how his beef is hung for up to two weeks in a freezer to air out and age before it is packaged. Carlin says he has had an increase in business since the mad cow scare because people know the animals they are bringing to him personally and trust his work. 
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"When you cook a package of meat that you get from the store, there's a lot of water that comes out of it," he said. "You say, 'Where did all that water come from?' The meat never had the chance to age in a cooler."

As a custom-exempt meatpacker, Carlin's duties include serving as a middleman between consumers and producers.

"Someone calls us up and says they want to buy a half a beef, and we find them a producer that will sell them one," Carlin said. "The real benefit to the consumer is that they get to go out and hand-pick their animal if they want to. If you're going to spend the money, buy something that has been raised locally that you know is safe."

When customers call his business looking to buy beef, Carlin often turns to Holtzen Farm, southwest of Jerome. Carlin butchered a 1,300-pound black angus heifer from Holtzen this week for two of his longtime customers, Arlene Jackson and Steve Di Lucca.

Jackson and Di Lucca each bought one-half of the heifer from Holtzen -- which comes to about 422 pounds of beef per side -- at a fixed price of $1.15 per pound. After Carlin charges 30 cents per pound for cutting and wrapping the meat and a $10 kill fee, the total cost per person is a little more than $600, or about $1.50 per pound.

"That's a bargain compared to grocery store prices," Carlin said. "You can get a quality product for half the price."

However, buying meat directly from the source requires a sizable payment when the product is received, as well as a freezer large to hold all the meat. Frozen beef should be used within a year after processing, Carlin said.

That's just fine with Jackson and Di Lucca, who have been customers of Carlin for years. They say they've always been pleased with the custom-cut beef.

"I don't know where grocery store meat comes from, and the quality of meat you get (from Carlin) is really good," Jackson said. "I like the convenience of having meat in my freezer so I can plan my meals ahead of time, instead of having to run to the store when I need something."

Di Lucca and his family raise a herd of cattle on their land near Jerome and take a steer to Carlin about once a year. But the family is "between cows right now," Di Lucca said. They needed beef to supplement them until one of their own steers is ready for slaughter.

Di Lucca said he appreciates the opportunity to specify just how much of the beef is divided into steaks, roasts and hamburger.

"They work hard for you to make sure you get exactly what you want," Di Lucca said. "I haven't bought meat at a grocery store in eight years."

Times-News writer Megan Hinds can be reached at 735-3238 or mhinds@magicvalley.com.

	Custom cutters
A number of local meatpackers offer custom cutting services to those who'd like to buy their meat directly from producers:
* Carlin Inc., Jerome: 324-4439
* Scarrow Meats, Jerome: 324-7657
* Oop's City Market, Jerome: 324-5952
* Bates Custom Meats, Hagerman: 837-6319
* Knutson's Kustom Kutting, Filer: 326-5920
* B & L Meats, Buhl: 543-5920
* A & L Custom Meats, Wendell: 536-1840 



	


