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Too much red meat is bad for you and bad for the planet. 
So how come, while our wives and girlfriends eat fish 

and salad, we keep ordering steak and burgers, chops and 
ribs? Have we evolved this way? Is it how we’re raised? 

Or have men become addicted to meat? Daniel Kalder sinks 
his teeth into the bloodiest issue in the kitchen

Beefcake, anyone? 
Tom Jones rustles 
up dinner at home 
in St George's Hill, 
Surrey, 1970
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arrived at my table and it was vast, 
the size of a meat pillow, so big and 
heavy you could use it to beat a poodle 
to death. Suddenly, all eyes were on 
me, for I had taken up The Challenge 
and now I had to eat the whole thing in 
60 minutes, all four-and-a-half 
pounds of it, or face eternal shame 
(and pay 72 bucks plus tip instead of 
getting it for free). The first bite was 
off the clock. I sawed off a chunk and 
started chewing. A cheer went up 
from the restaurant floor. And I must 
admit, for a humongous scorched slab 
of dead cow, it was pretty damn tasty. 

I was at the Big Texan Steak 
Ranch in Amarillo, Texas. In the 19th 
century, the city was a major cattle 
distribution hub; today it is one of the 
largest meat packing centres in 
the US. Around one-quarter of the 
nation’s beef is processed here — 
almost nine million dead cows each 
year — not including all the other 
animals we humans love to kill and eat. 

As for the “72oz Steak Challenge”, 
it dates back to 1962, when a bunch of 
Amarillo cowboys challenged each 
other to an eat-off in the name of 
manliness. The victor’s meal — 2.04kg 
of top sirloin, a colossal baked potato, 
a bowl of salad, bread and butter plus 
three shrimp — became both legend 
and awesome marketing tool. Today, 
visitors travel from around the world 
to sit on the Big Texan stage, beneath 
the giant cow skull and digital clocks, 
surrounded by happy diners and 
mounted heads of moose, deer, bear 
and boar gazing down glassily from 
the walls, and take on that same meal. 
It’s Texas to the power of 10, plus sick 
buckets — lest in assaulting the meat 
you meet messy defeat. 

Fifteen minutes in, and I’d already 
eaten quarter of the steak. The world 
rejoiced in my virility. Men walked by, 

nodding their approval; young women 
asked how I could manage; mothers 
snapped pictures of their children 
standing beside this proud carnivore. 
Sure, I wasn’t going to beat the March 
2008 record of Joey Chestnut, the 
competitive eater who polished the 
whole thing off in eight minutes and 
52 seconds, but I was on target to 
succeed. Hell, I was even almost 
enjoying my meal. 

But then — catastrophe. Muscle 
strain in my jaw alerted me to a serious 
tactical error. I had ordered the steak 
well done because I hate meat that 
squirts. But bloody beef contains its 
own lubricant and requires much less 
gnawing. Shit. I tried chewing lightly 
before swallowing, but, when a chunk 
of carcass got lodged in my gullet, 
I was soon eyeing the sick bucket. 
I knew I was in trouble. 

Must… not… puke… in front… of 
all… these… wholesome… families, 
I thought. I waited as the barely 
chewed lump of bovine matter sank 
slowly towards my gut. After that, 
progress was minimal. By the 
40-minute mark, it was clear I had 
failed. The digital clock hit zero. 
I stood up and declared the cow 
victorious. I’d eaten about 60 per cent 
(more than Hulk Hogan managed, 
I might add). A burly dude in a black 
T-shirt inspected the damage. 

“I lost,” I said.  
“Yeah,” he replied. “But you put 

a hurt on it, bro.”

Meat: why is it that in spite of all the 
health scares, the environmental 
warnings, and the Paul McCartney-
narrated animal rights videos, most 
of us carry on regardless, ramming 
animal protein down our gullets like 
there is no tomorrow? I wanted to 
know and that was why I had come 
to the Big Texan, to talk to its 
co-owner Bobby Lee. I figured he 
might know a thing or two about our 
urge to consume massive quantities 
of flesh since his single restaurant 
in the middle of nowhere grosses 
$10m a year.  

“This is a place known for 
gluttony and beef,” said Lee, a tall, 
softly spoken man in his early fifties 
with a black, Buffalo Bill-style beard. 
Part businessman, part impresario, 
he had polished off “18 or 19” of the 
mega-steaks in his youth. After that, 
he was a professional wrestler for a 
few years, but the lure of meat called 
him back to the legendary restaurant 

“Meat leads to heart disease, 
type-2 diabetes and cancer, but it’s 
like a craving people can’t stop”

Could  you take 
down 72oz of beef, a 
baked potato, salad, 
roll and butter and 
three shrimp in an 

hour? Writer Daniel 
Kalder tried but 

conceded defeat.

The 

STEAK
Challenge

of millions of cows, the vast majority 
of whom were completely healthy but 
simply unfortunate enough to have 
been standing in a field near another 
cow when it started dribbling and 
falling over. As a result, I was 
intimately familiar with the effects of 
BSE and the possibility that it might 
affect human brains in a similar way. 
And yet during that period, I never 
once considered giving up red meat. 

Later, I read that during the crisis, 
sales of beef actually went up as the 
wholesale price went down. Was that 
a rational response to the threat of 
madness and early death? Possibly 
not: I mean, if you can’t give up 
something that might kill you, well, 

his father founded decades earlier. 
Today, Lee exults in his palace of 
meaty excess, his restaurant/Western 
show that combines good eatin’ with a 
shooting range, a gift shop and a Wild 
West motel. Even so, I hesitated before 
asking the key question: can people 
get addicted to meat?

Lee doesn’t miss a beat. “I think 
there’s food addiction of all kinds. 
But beef? Yes, without a doubt.” 

What makes it so addictive?
“Probably the testosterone, the 

idea of red meat. And I think it goes 
back to ancient times. When kings and 
knights had huge battles and they won, 
they celebrated with beef. It’s a victory 
food, it’s for kings, it’s for winners.”  

The 

STEAK
Have you ever had someone at the 

door, twitching, and said, “you’ve had 
enough”? I ask.

Lee laughs. “No.” But then he 
grew thoughtful. “You know, back in 
the Eighties, the Nineties and in the 
last 10 years — whenever there’s been 
some concern about red meat — our 
business has never slowed down.”  

Suddenly I recall something long 
forgotten. After graduating in 1996, 
I worked for the government’s BSE 
crisis unit in Edinburgh. It was my job 
to facilitate the smooth annihilation 

isn’t that the very definition of an 
overwhelming and harmful 
compulsion — like smoking, say, or 
shooting smack? 

Kathy Freston thought so. Highly 
recommended to me by Peta, the 
animal welfare activists behind all 
those posters of naked celebrities who 
hate fur, Freston is a model-turned-
author and veganism advocate. 
Recently, she separated from husband 
Tom Freston, ex-CEO of media 
conglomerate Viacom. In short, she’s 
healthy-living Californian aristocracy, 
the kind of person who namedrops 
Oprah and Al Gore in conversation, 
and about as far from Bobby Lee and 
the Big Texan ranch as you can get.

“Meat is an addiction,” Freston 
says. “It’s something you keep doing, 
even though you know it’s bad for you. 
Scientific studies have shown that the 
saturated fat you get from meat leads 
to heart disease, type-2 diabetes and 
cancer, but it’s like a craving people 
can’t stop. It’s hard to say no to a 
craving… If you eat meat once a day, 
or once a year… it’s a slippery slope. 
Your brain responds to sugar, salt, 
fat, concentrated calories.” PR
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The solution is to cut it out completely 
but alas society is in thrall to Big Meat, 
she says. “The livestock industry is 
the most powerful industry in 
America, it’s more powerful than 
tobacco. They have power, so the 
information is obscured.”

According to Freston, eating meat 
guarantees an early encounter with 
the Grim Reaper. Indeed, she suggests 
we are supposed to eat plants anyway. 
“Optimally, we do better on plant-
based food. Our teeth are not sharp 
enough, we can’t rip open an animal 
with them, we have no talons or claws. 
We have long intestines with notches, 
whereas carnivores have short, 
smooth intestines.”  

In fact, she claims, consuming 
meat helped kill off the pharaohs. 
“They’ve even investigated mummies 
in Egypt, and those from rich families 
who ate meat died of heart disease 
and had clogged arteries.” 

She talks about all the rich, 
successful, brilliant people who are 
vegan, such as Bill Clinton, Google 
co-founder Larry Page, UFC fighter 
Matt Danzig, boxer Tim Bradley and 
Twitter visionary Biz Stone. In short, 
a plant-based diet makes you smarter 
and healthier. When I mention that 
in China people grew taller once they 
started eating more meat, she says 
she hasn’t heard about it. 

Kathy Freston is charming and 
persuasive, reeling off her statistics 
with confidence, making me want to 
eat a black bean burrito and check out 
her blog meatisthenewtobacco.com, 
although it doesn’t seem to be online 
yet. Bobby Lee, on the other hand, is a 
dirty meat pusher. I’d been mainlining 
cancer in the Big Texan. Maybe 
I could sue him. Then I start jonesing 
for a double cheeseburger. So, I nip to 
McDonald’s and score a quick hit. 

Is Freston’s argument that meat is the 
Fifth Horseman of the Apocalypse 
and we are addicted to death too 
extreme? A Peta spokeswoman also 
tells me there are many parallels 
between meat-eating and addiction, 
such as the presence of compulsion 
and the denial that meat kills when 
it is so clearly harmful. 

But how dangerous is it? In March 
2012, Dr Walter Willett of the Harvard 
School of Public Health published the 
results of a study following 100,000 
people over 20 years, which found not 
only did the likelihood of an early 
demise increase with the more red 

Meat and greet: 
Big Texan Steak 
Ranch co-owner 
Bobby Lee and one 
of his 72oz monsters

meat eaten, but that any other source 
of protein is better for you. That the 
cow was grass-fed or grain-fed made 
little difference as cholesterol is more 
concentrated in the lean part of red 
meat. All things considered, Willett 
recommends eating red meat once 
or twice a year — max. 

Yet, still I had my doubts. First, 
this whole “compulsion” thing: if 
doing something you know is bad for 
you constitutes addiction then the 
definition is so loose that picking 
your nose in public spaces qualifies. 
Intensely pleasurable, it nevertheless 
leads to social ostracism, which in 
turn causes loneliness, depression 
and possibly suicide. (Also, your nose 
might cave in — or at least that’s what 
my mum always told me.) But millions 
persist in manually excavating their 
craniums. Are they addicted?

As for the ultra-toxic qualities of 
red meat, here’s the thing: in the US, 
where Willett conducted his study, the 
lower socio-economic third eats more 
red meat than anybody else, but it’s 
lower quality meat. They also smoke 
more, drink more, have crappier jobs 
and less access to quality healthcare 
when death comes a-knocking. With 
so many variables involved, how can 
you know what you’re measuring? 

Come to think of it, my continued 
meat consumption during the BSE 
crisis wasn’t irrational at all. If I was 
going to turn into a gibbering simp 
with a sponge for a brain, then the 
damage had been done in the Eighties 
when I subsisted on a diet of cheapo 
Asda beefburgers. I therefore decided 
to enjoy myself eating the things I liked 
before the rot set in.

Freston and Peta and perhaps 
Harvard’s Dr Willett would all call 
that rationalisation and denial. 
Perhaps they’re right. Clearly, if I am 
going to come to terms with my meat 

habit I need to venture deeper into the 
culture of transforming animal 
carcasses into tasty dinner options. 

Brian J Ford is a research biologist, 
Cardiff University fellow, science 
broadcaster, occasional r’n’b pianist 
and one of the few biologists in Britain 
to possess an exhumation licence from 
the Home Office. Having lectured on 
humanity’s flesh habit for years, he is 
writing a book entitled Meat: The Story 
Behind Our Greatest Addiction. 

“Addiction exists, of course,” Ford 
says. “Though individual addiction to 
meat has not been described. People 
giving up meat might well experience 
withdrawal, but in truth we have 
become habituated to meat, rather 
than truly addicted.”

In relation to Freston, Ford adds 
that humans had clearly evolved to eat 
meat: “Carnivores have eyes on the 
front of the head, as do we; herbivores 
have eyes on the side of the skull, like 
sheep and horses. Carnivores lack an 
appendix; herbivores have a huge one; 
humans have an appendix that is 
rudimentary. Carnivores have no 
apical foramen at the base of the tooth 
(no root canal); herbivores have a huge 
one; in humans it’s small (just enough 
to give us toothache). Hence, I argue 

During the BSE 
crisis, UK sales 

of beef actually 
went up

we are destined to eat both meat and 
vegetation, because we lie clearly 
somewhere in the middle.”

Not only that, but eating meat 
had been instrumental in the 
development of the human brain. 
“Flesh contains a wide range of 
proteins, amino acids, fats and 
vitamins (notably B vitamins) that are 
necessary for mammalian life. It was 
early humans’ consumption of meat 
that gave rise to the increased 
development of the brain which 
underpins the origins of humankind.”

So, millions of years of eating 
meat enabled us to develop the 
empathy to worry about the fate of 
animals and the planet. Ford is 
dismissive of the health arguments, 
agreeing with my intuition that it is 
difficult to show causation when so 
many factors are involved: “When 
people talk about the benefits of the 
vegetarian diet they look at what 
people eat. But it could be the 
lifestyle as well as the food causing 
benefits… That a cause and effect are 
associated doesn’t mean that the one 
thing caused the other; it could just 
be an association. 

“For instance,” he says, “during 
the First World War when people were 
dying of flu, they saw that a bacterium 
was present and thought that it 
caused the flu, and in fact the illness 
still bears its name, influenza. It 
doesn’t, it’s a virus, but for decades 
that’s what people thought. Just 
because you find something there, 
that doesn’t prove it’s the cause.” 

On the other hand, Ford agrees 
we eat much more meat than is 
necessary: “The thing about beef is 
it’s such a potent and condensed form 
of nutrients that an ounce a week is 
probably good enough for anybody.” 

The problem, however, is not 
individual over-eating: “Society has 
become addicted to the meat industry. 
Our community depends upon it to a 
large extent, there are huge spin-off 
commercial interests, and there are 
considerable investments in the 
promotion of the meat business and 
all it entails. So yes, society is truly 
addicted to meat. We saw that during 
the BSE crisis when there were 
massive disruptions to business, 
commerce was violently disrupted. 
So many industries depend on the 
meat industry, so many jobs; without 
it, Western society can’t function. 
We can’t afford to go on as we are right 
now with our levels of consumption.”

protein; 75 per cent of Brazilian 
greenhouse gas emissions are down to 
deforestation, much of which is driven 
by cattle ranching. Overall, 30 per cent 
of the world’s ice-free land is given over 
to livestock production, while 
between 1961 and 2007, the world’s 
meat supply jumped from 71m to an 
estimated 284m tonnes. 

That’s a lot of meat requiring a lot 
of land. But that’s not all: according to 
the 2006 UN report Livestock’s Long 
Shadow, cattle farming generates 
18 per cent of the world’s greenhouse 
gas emissions, making it a bigger 
polluter than the motor car. If that’s 
true, then I probably drowned a polar 
bear just by driving from Austin to 
Amarillo to eat that huge steak. 

I’m visiting the largest ranch in the 
US for two reasons. First, to get a sense 
of the sheer scale of a mega-ranch; and 
second, to give a major beef producer 
an opportunity to respond to the 
claims that red meat is disastrous for 
our health and the environment. 

The first is a success; the official 
bus tour shows me thousands of cows 
lazily chewing their cud and crapping, 
though it’s the streets, school and the 
baseball field inside the ranch that 
drive home the size. I meet an old 
cowboy, Alberto Trevino, born here 
over 80 years ago, who’s spent his 
entire life among the herds and horses. 
His father, his father’s father and two 
more generations before that also lived 
and worked here. The ranch is a world 
that could swallow you up forever. 

But as for interviewing an 
executive? Fuck you, journalist boy! 
The King Ranch won’t talk unless 
guaranteed editorial control over the 
finished article. And when I try to talk 
to another major meat industry body, 
they too refuse to cooperate — though 
at least they ask to see my questions 
before ignoring all my emails, which 
to me looks like an admission you’ve 
lost the argument. 

Tough cowboys? My arse. Call 
them the crybaby kings of cattle. 

Covering 3,339sq km of land in south Texas, the King Ranch, 
founded in 1853, is about the same size as Essex.

The 

KING RANCH

The King Ranch is one of the biggest in 
the world. Founded in 1853 by a 
Captain Richard King, it occupies 
825,000 acres (3,339sq km) of flat, 
arid land in south Texas. At one point, 
the King Ranch was a multinational 
monster with millions of acres in 
Australia, South America and Africa 
— its legend was such that Rock 
Hudson, James Dean and Elizabeth 
Taylor starred in a movie about it, 
Giant (1956). The owners sold off the 
last foreign property in the Nineties, 
but not before they had exported their 
signature cattle breeds, the San 
Gertrudis and the Santa Cruz, 
internationally. Wherever you go, you 
stand a good chance of eating beef 
that was developed by King’s heirs. 

But if society really is addicted 
to meat, the King Ranch is a symptom 
of a serious problem. Consider these 
statistics: producing animal protein 
takes 100 times the amount of water 
required for grain protein; one calorie 
of animal protein requires 10 times 
more fossil fuel to produce than plant 

“Red meat is victory food, it’s 
for kings, it’s for winners”
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Here’s the truth: you can forget your 
health scares, and your 
environmental warnings, and your 
arguments about cruelty, and even 
whether or not society is addicted to 
meat. Ultimately, it all boils down 
to one question — can you make 
money selling the stuff? As soon as 
you can’t, this will have far more effect 
on our meat consumption than any 
number of UN reports, Peta 
campaigns or Harvard studies. 

I contact Professor Jayson Lusk of 
Oklahoma State University. A leading 
agricultural economist, he grew up 
close to Amarillo, three miles away 
from a feedlot with 50,000 cattle. 
When the wind blew his way, he was 
left with no illusions about what it 
takes to put a steak on your plate. 

As to the sustainability of the 
meat industry, Lusk is reluctant to 
speculate. “Predicting the future is 
a tough business,” he says. “Nobody 
knows for sure what’s going to 
happen.” However, he was sceptical 
of the environmental claims. “When 
it comes to carbon emissions, yes, 
this is something to worry about. 
In Livestock’s Long Shadow, however, 
18 per cent of global emissions were 
attributed to beef farming, but even 
the authors now admit that the figure 
is probably too high. Other studies 
put it closer to five per cent.”

Lusk also detects a note of moral 
sanctimony in claims that individuals 
or even society is addicted to meat: 
“It seems to me that when medical or 
health professionals use the word 
‘addictive’, it’s usually when they don’t 
like something. You know, like sugar, 
over-eating, TV — it’s a word that’s 
thrown at anything they think we 
should do less of.” 

He sees hypocrisy and elitism in 
environmental discussions. “The 
focus is always on energy wasted 
producing red meat and not, for 
instance, on the carbon used when 
producing an iPad.” 

Regardless of ethical and social 
factors, Lusk points out that red meat 
consumption has nevertheless been 
in decline since the Seventies and has 
recently dropped off even more. Why? 
“In the last two years, the price of meat 
has increased 20 to 30 per cent. People 
respond to economic incentives. 
People are responding rationally to 
changes in prices. Another reason for 
the decline is the rise in other protein 
sources; people don’t need to eat a 
steak every day.”

And why have prices risen? 
Because US government mandates 

vary, all over the world, as soon as the 
poor get money, they eat more meat, 
including India, which has the 
world’s lowest rates of carnivorous 
consumption. Yes, it’s a status marker, 
but it’s also delicious. But given 
how much land is already devoted to 
cattle farming, the global rate of 
consumption cannot grow indefinitely 
unless unforeseen scientific advances 
massively increase farming efficiency. 
Even then, we will eventually reach 
the limits of what we can do. 

Still, that won’t stop us from eating 
meat. We love it too much. Look at 
vegans and vegetarians; like amputees 
haunted by the memory of missing 
limbs, they seek out meat substitutes 
that look, taste and feel like the real 
thing. I’m not joking. Linda 
McCartney Foods’ top seller is the 
meat-free sausage; its sales are in 
10 per cent year-on-year growth 
compared to 4.2 per cent growth for 
total frozen vegetarian foods. Perhaps 
as prices rise, more of us will make do 
with these proxies and the real thing 
will become the preserve of the rich 
and powerful as it was in the past. 

That meat has long been a luxury 
is reflected in our language. Following 
the Norman Conquest, French was 
the language of England’s elite and 
they gave us our words for meat, which 
they alone ate, for instance, beef 
(boeuf) and mutton (mouton). The 
lowly Anglo-Saxon peasants tended 
the animals but rarely ate them, and 
thus our words for livestock (“cow” 
and “sheep”) are Germanic. 

Just as I start writing this article, 
I read a fascinating study in Nature. 
Apparently, 1.5m years ago in South 
Africa, there were two strands of 
cavemen (or hominins to get 
technical). One was omnivorous and 
the other stuck to vegetables. The 
vegetarians died out. I ask Vincent 
Balter, one of the authors, was it 
because the herbivores’ options were 
more limited when food was scarce, or 
because meat provided the omnivores 
with a more condensed and efficient 
source of nutrients?

“You are right on both counts,” 
he says. “From an ecological point of 
view, when an animal has a limited 
dietary breadth, it often has also a 
limited ranging area on which it will 
find all the necessary food. When 
there is an environmental change, 
it is less prone to adapt to the new 
conditions, and eventually dies.” 

One of our relatives already tried 
that whole meat-free thing. It didn’t 
pan out.   

currently drive over 40 per cent of the 
nation’s corn into ethanol production, 
leaving much less of the crop for 
animal feed. In Europe, too, the price 
of corn has surged 25 per cent since 
June this year. Competition for corn 
is now fierce, and that’s driving up 
the price of your steak. It’s that simple. 
But this doesn’t mean people are 
switching en masse to vegetables. 
Instead, they eat more chicken.

The journey that had begun in the Big 
Texan Steak Ranch was almost over. 
I throw the remains of the huge steak 
out of my fridge. Being a tightwad, 
I had hoped to live off it for days, but 
once home the tough leathery thing 
just looks cold and dead. 

So: are we addicted to meat? No. 
Is society addicted to meat, as Brian 
Ford suggested? I’m not sure. Yes, a 
large part of our economy is dependent 
on it, but the same could be said for 
washing machines and DVD players. 
Remove those and the results would 
likewise be disastrous. I suspect 
Jayson Lusk is onto something when 
he detects moral disapproval in 
accusations of addiction. 

But the sustainability argument 
is very powerful. Forget about 
Americans and Europeans — demand 
for meat in China has skyrocketed as 
the country’s economy has boomed. 
The figures are astounding: 30 years 
ago, the Chinese ate eight million 
tonnes of meat a year. Today they eat 
71m tonnes. Approximately half of the 
world’s pigs end up on Chinese plates. 

While the choice of animal may 

Dr Walter Willett 
recommends 

eating red meat 
once or twice 
a year — max
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Where’s the beef? Red 
meat consumption in 

the UK has been tailing 
off since the Seventies, 

but is rapidly rising in 
growth economies like 

China and India


