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F armer Sam Walker and chiropractor and Slow Food 
Melbourne co-founder Daniela Mollica first met on a 
blind date. Not only did they become husband and wife, 
their interest in ethically produced food put them on a 

somewhat destined path: bringing Chianina (pronounced key-a-
knee-na) beef to the local table.

Inner-Melbourned-based, the couple bought their 123-acre 
coastal property at Cape Liptrap eight years ago, before having their 
young children, Gianni and Francesca. But Sam, a fruit exporter, 
ardent fisherman and co-owner of some holiday rentals located 
around Walkerville, was keen to spend more time there. Giving 
Daniela a book on all of the cattle breeds in Australia, Sam said, 
“I thought if she chose it, then we’d come down to the farm more 
often.” 

It was in the book that Daniela noticed the muscular, milk-white 
and long-legged Chianina cattle, a prized Italian breed, were already 
here. They were neither in abundance nor bred for the plate but were 
used for cross-breeding. Having seen Chianina during her four-year 
stint in Italy, especially while cycling with a women’s road team in 
the Tuscan hills, and experiencing her first bistecca alla Fiorentina, 
(Florentine T-bone steak), Daniela understood their worth.  

Taking the plunge, the couple purchased breeding stock from a 
farm in the Victorian town of Yea. They also acquired several 30-year-
old frozen semen straws from another farmer. “When we first got 
Chianina, we didn’t know if they were going to sell. We had to get the 
bull … and the heifers and just breed them,” said Sam. “Then we’d 
take them to two-and-a-half years (to fatten-up), so it was a long 
process.”

Breeding this large, impressive-looking bovine, with origins 
possibly tracing back to Asia and Africa in the Bronze Age, has, 
according to Daniela, become “a hobby gone mad”. Their large 
rectangular and undulating Isola Chianina farm, with private beach 
access and some golf-course-type dunes, is currently home to 50 
breeders and almost as many calves. Latest bull Marco Pierre White 
has taken over from their first bull, Barry White.

Applying time-honoured and organic (non-certified) farming 
principles, Sam and Daniela’s completely grass-fed Isola Chianina 
cattle roam freely and graze contentedly on lush chemical-free 
pastures, capped-off by a sublime outlook over Bass Strait. Sam 
believes the salt in the area also enhances their beef. They grow out 
and agist the rest of their stock at some other naturally managed 
properties, including an asparagus farm at Koo Wee Rup.

With genetics playing a role, and their purebred Isola Chianina 
slowly helping increase the Australian numbers, Sam added, “The 
other thing in Italy now is they are all in sheds eating grain.” Daniela 
said it’s a sad scenario. “If there was one thing I could do through 
the farm, in the mind of the broader consumer,” she said, “is change 
the concept of grain-fed beef versus grass-fed beef. That’s where 
I think we are going wrong. Unfortunately with the ability to give 
an animal organic grain (it’s not designed to digest this), you’re 
not targeting the right thing. You’re still presenting an incomplete 
picture.” She added that grass-fed beef has a higher ratio of 
omega-3 fatty acids.

Although the Chianina produce lean, flavoursome meat, they 
are difficult to fatten in winter, so Sam and Daniela also infuse a little 
bit of Angus, which become Chiangus. As we drove around the 
paddocks in the four-wheel-drive, Daniela pointed out their “licorice 
allsorts”. The caramel coloured Chiangus calves lighten off but do 
not turn completely white. Surprisingly the Chianina calves, with 
their almost deer-like appearance, are born a fawn colour before 
whitening. 

Keen to establish a strong Chianina bloodline in Australia, a 
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few years ago Daniela visited Italy with the chairman of the 
Australian Society of Chianina, Tim Titheradge, who has 
significant knowledge of the breed’s genetics. “If it wasn’t 
for him and us, the breed would probably die (in Australia), 
so it’s helping with the genetic diversity as well,” Sam said. 
Thankfully there is now another Chianina beef breeder in 
South Australia.

Indeed, Sam and Daniela’s respect for their animals 
extends from paddock-to-plate. Involved in every step of the 
producer process, Sam manages what goes on inside the 
farm gate and Daniela handles what happens outside – the 
abattoir, butchers and beef orders. 

As boutique artisan producers, they only average a 
small monthly slaughter of their beasts. The cattle are killed 
humanely, with the meat then hung and dry-aged for a 
couple of weeks to enhance its flavour. Embracing the nose-
to-tail philosophy, the meat is specifically cut by butchers 
so that nothing is wasted. Sam said this traditional style of 
butchering was the most challenging part due to technique 
and cost. It’s something they are constantly working on.

Their beef is run as specials in some top restaurants 
(chefs Guy Grossi and Karen Martini are huge fans) and 
features in some gourmet delis and butchers. Isola Chianina 
is available to Melbourne’s general public in the form of 
fresh delivered 10kg meat packs. Daniela sends a monthly 
email to their database to gauge interest. Although demand 
exceeds supply, it’s an ethically-geared sales system that 
works, especially with more people wanting to know where 
their food comes from.

As to what types of cuts their customers actually end up 
with, according to Sam they have been nicknamed “mystery 
packs”. With an assortment of prime and secondary cuts, 
it could include rib-eye and osso buco, mince and short 

ribs. “It wasn’t easy in the beginning, because giving people 
a 10kg box of mixed cuts is a different way to purchase 
things,” said Daniela. “It was a bit of a leap of faith for some 
people.” 

Even food miles are kept to a minimum with the use of 
a Melbourne delivery driver who works out the most time-
efficient route. Staying local, Daniela has declined offers for 
beef orders to be sent as far as Western Australia. Instead, 
she encourages people to seek out like-minded producers 
within closer proximity.

Naturally this couple’s respectful farming philosophies 
extend to the land. They apply lime and coal to equalise the 
farm’s soil and have planted native trees specific to the area 
such as banksia. Amazingly they discovered snow gums 
were native to the coast and planted a row of them near their 
well-equipped farm shed, which also has an underground 
wine cellar.

With Sam spending time at the farm each week and 
the whole family visiting some weekends, it’s both a labour 
of love and a natural wonderland of discovery. In the early 
days, Sam and Daniela would camp in one of the lower, 
pretty tree-lined paddocks, accompanied by the roar of the 
ocean. These days the children delight in visiting the cows 
and spotting wildlife.

But the development of a 52-turbine wind farm next door 
to Isola Chianina isn’t really in alignment with their farming 
practices. They are concerned what impact it may have 
on their stress-free cattle, and have also held off building 
a beach house there. Regardless, Isola Chianina is long-
term for them. “Whether we sell and buy another place (in 
Gippsland), who knows,” said Daniela. “This won’t stop … 
I’d hate to see all this work disappear.”

For more information, visit www.chianina.com.au    
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