John Raven, PhB (1938 — 2015)

John Raven of Johnson City, Texas was a writer, a pioneer in the barbecue and chili
competition circuit, and a part-time daredevil. He passed away January 15th at the age of

< seventy-six.Raven  was
outspoken about his
contributions to
barbecue, and valued
flair over humility
whenever possible. ‘I
know  more  about
barbecue than anyone,”
is what he wrote in the
first letter to the editor |
received at Texas
Monthly. He was asking
to be interviewed, and
we met a year later over
a chicken-fried steak in
Johnson City. He wore a
shirt that read "Wine.
How classy people get
s—faced.” He never
acknowledged the shirt,
which typified his dead-
pan style of humor.

During the interview, he
told me he invented
event promotion as it's
done today, and a few
other things that'd be
hard to prove to a jury, but his contributions to barbecue weren't trivial. In 1984 he
organized a barbecue competition in Texas called the Tournament of Champions, and
competitors had to qualify to be invited. This was unheard of at the time. Barbecue
competitions were pure novelty back then. The KCBS had not yet been formed. Now
they've become the dominant force in the competition world with hundreds of contests
every year and events like the American Royal and The Jack serving as their own
tournament of champions.




Raven got his start in barbecue competitions in the seventies in his hometown of Taylor,
Texas. As Tim Mikeska, of the famous Mikeska barbecue family, recounted, “John took
barbecue judging very seriously, more than anyone did back then. He would bring a
notepad to the judging table and write notes about everything he sampled. Then, he
would interview the other judges at his table and ask them why they liked certain entries.”
He was a regular at Mikeska's Barbecue, remembers Tim. “My earliest memory of John in
the mid 60's was him coming, almost daily, into one of my dad’s four barbecue joints in
Taylor and ordering 25 cents of sausage and a Big Red soda. He'd then grab a handful of
crackers and sit and talk with the locals in Taylor for a long time. He loved to talk.”

After leaving Taylor, he bounced around Central Texas working construction and fixing
cars before heading to Luckenbach, Texas. He called it his “spiritual home,” but he was
homeless when he moved there. Raven lived in a barn while working odd jobs like mowing
lawns, but he soon found a way to use his real calling as a showman, and bring back Bad
McFad.
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Photo of Bad McFad provided by John Raven

An picture of John Raven, a short film maker, world chili expert, and former Bad McFad
Dare Devil stuntman, circa late 1970's copied at his home in Johnson City, Texas on
Monday, October 16, 2011. (Austin American-Statesman/Rodolfo Gonzalez

Former Luckenbach mayor VelAnne Howle remembers Raven and McFad fondly from
those days. “"He was a hilarious person.” As Bad McFad, an alter-ego twenty years in the
making, he would shoot himself out of a cannon in Luckenbach. As Howle recalls, “it was
really just three fifty-five gallon drums that they'd welded together. They lit a big smoke



bomb, and he came out of it and rolled around.” He soon gave up his daredevil act and
in 1993 he revived the Luckenbach Moon, a bi-monthly newsletter in the tiny Hill Country
town where “everybody’s somebody.”

It was around that time that Raven began referring to himself as “The Commissioner of
Barbecue.” His old friend and fellow barbecue personality Ardie Davis, aka Remus Powers,
said he always assumed the title was self-declared, but Davis did eventually bestow a
“Doctor of Barbecue Philosophy” or PhB upon Raven. Tim Mikeska recalls when he himself
was awarded the title of “Commissioner of Barbeque” by the state of Texas in 2004, and
he got a call from an agitated Raven. “"He asked if | would be using the title ‘Commissioner’
and | said ‘No." He then replied, ‘Good. Then it won't be so confusing.’ | still laugh about
that conversation.”

VelAnne Howle spent time with John Raven during his final days. He didn't take to
confinement easily, and planned an escape from his nursing home, but only after
repeatedly reporting his kidnapping to the local police. Raven wheeled himself out of the
home at midnight in thirty-six degree weather. His freedom was short-lived when the staff
found the wheelchair overturned on the sidewalk an Raven lying next to it. When hospice
took over, VelAnne Howle, Kathleen Hughes, and the rest of the “Big Breasted Hill Country
Earth Mamas” were there to comfort him. On his final day they called the local radio
station and requested all of Raven’s favorites. After he passed, Ardie Davis quipped that
“Bad McFad's rocket has finally launched.”

To have a conversation with Raven was the only way to appreciate his humor doled out
in a slow drawl. The best we can do now is to just listen, so I'll leave you this video about
the Hill Country that John Raven submitted to a Texas Monthly video contest in 2011. He'd
appreciate us all getting a good chuckle out of it today.

*This story has been updated from the original with additional details from VelAnne Howle.



The History of Chili Cook-Offs (Part 1) Part
One: In the Beginning

All Eyes on the Prize

For a half-century or so, chili-cooking competitions -- known as cook-offs -- have been
a part of the American and world scene. The premise is simple: people get together and
compete to see who can make the best pot of chili -- that day.

The first cooking contest to get wide attention and publicity was the Pillsbury Bake-Off.
It was started in 1949 and was known as the "Grand National Recipe and Baking
Contest". It was held at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel in New York City, and had a top prize
of $50,000. The only required ingredient for the contest was Pillsbury's Best Flour, and it
was soon being called the Pillsbury Bake-Off.

Our chili cook-offs came along shortly after the first Pillsbury Bake-Off. There are some
unconfirmed stories about competition among the Chili Queen vendors in San Antonio
around 1900, but there is no solid evidence.

Making History at the State Fair

The first modern-day chili cook-off was held in October of 1952 at the State Fair of
Texas in Dallas. (Until just recently it was pretty much given as gospel that the first chili
cook-off was held at Terlingua, Texas in 1967. However, Bob "Ranger Bob" Ritchey dug
up the facts of the 1952 competition in the newspaper archives at the library.)

The 1952 cook-off was the brainchild of Joe E. Cooper as a way to advertise his new
book With or Without Beans. The contest was a success with 55 contestants trying for
the first prize. Mrs. F.G. Ventura of Dallas was crowned the winner. Cooper died a couple
of months later and never saw his book become a best seller. With or Without Beans is
now considered the authority on chili history and lore. It is the book all the chili authors
refer to.

The recipe for the first winning bowl of chili is amazingly simple. It is nearly identical to
the recipe found on the Gebhardt's Eagle Brand Chili Powder label of the day (see
photo).

The second place winner at the 1952 affair was Mr. Julian Capers, Jr. Mr. Capers' recipe
was a bit more complicated, but still simple by today's competition chili standards. Here
are the recipes:



Competition chili judges don't want to see any chunks of onion or garlic in the chili, so
the chefs either finely dice or pure these so they will disappear in the cooking process.
Some favor onion or garlic powder.

Flecks of black pepper are frowned on, so white pepper is substituted for the "up front
bite. ("Up front" bite is the tingle from the pepper that you taste immediately; "back
bite" is the tingle that comes later, usually from cayenne).

Tomato sauce is favored, as it contains no offensive seeds or skin.

Canned beef or chicken stock is used for thinning the mixture to the desired
consistency. If water is used, it will probably be bottled water to avoid the chlorine.

What a Dump!

Dozens of cooking techniques have been developed by cook-off contestants over the
years. One of the most favored is the "dump" method. The spices are divided into
several portions or "dumps". The dumps are added to the pot at varying time intervals.
Some flavorings such as garlic lose their potency when overcooked, so you add that
near the end of the cooking process. During a competition, you will hear a lot of kitchen
timers reminding the chefs to add the next dump.

Only the traditionalists still make chili from ancho pulp. This requires removing seeds
and stems from the dried pods, soaking them in hot water and then removing the pulp
with a food mill. Just too much work for the average cook.

CHILI CON CARNE

2 |bs. meat, ¢ fine
4 T. Gebhardt's ili' Powder
E %Imﬁ*s garlic, minced
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1 large onion, cho
Use cheaper cuts of meat; cut in
small chunks (do not grind). Mix with
Cebhardt's Chili inﬁ?r; garlic, flour.
Melt fat in deep pot; fry onion until
tt?g:tlt.'lr-. arl:; 1.nw?t mL'c‘t]urt-i.I Cook 15
minutes: add salt: gradual POuUr on
hot water. Simmefrl hauﬁ or until
tender. If chili con came with beans
is desired, add Gebhardt's Mexican
Style Beans; heat thoroughly; serve.



Corrected chili recipe from
old Gebhardt's cookbook

The chili powder we buy to make our bowl of red is actually a chili blend or spice mix. It
contains among other things, cumin, oregano and garlic. A pure chili powder without
the added seasonings is chile molido.

The cumin starts life as comino seeds -- tiny seeds that are very aromatic and pungent.
Cumin is simply ground comino seeds. Comino can be used in the chili, although most
folks prefer the cumin. If you want to try the comino, toast the seeds in a heavy skillet
before you add them to the pot. If you have a way to grind the seeds, toast them first
and then grind them. It really improves the flavor. Cumin is the spice that gives chili its
heavily distinctive aroma.

Red pepper or cayenne is what puts the bite in your chili. Cayenne has what is called
a back bite. That is, it takes a few seconds before it grabs your taste buds. Most folk
can't abide too much red pepper. Go easy on it to start.

Millions of words have been written on the subject of how to construct a proper pot of
chili. If you are really interested in learning a lot more, go find a copy of The Great Chili
Book: 101 Variations on "The Perfect Bowl of Red" by Bill Bridges.

Here's a starting recipe for chili novices.
Mrs. F.G. Ventura's First Place Chili

e Two pounds ground beef

e One teaspoon shortening

e Two teaspoons ground cumin seed
e One small bottle chili powder *

e Four tablespoons chopped garlic

e One tablespoon salt

e Three cups water

e Two tablespoons flour

e One-quarter teaspoon black pepper

The small Gebhardt's chili powder bottle held one ounce, which would be about 4 to 4-
1/4 tablespoons.

Drop ground beef and garlic in hot grease: cook slowly 15 minutes, add chili powder,
flour and cumin seed, stir and add water, salt and pepper, cook for 35 minutes.



Mr. Julian Capers' Second Place Chili

e Two pounds lean beef (chuck, plate, or round)
e One-half cup suet

Two tablespoons Gebhart's chili powder

e One teaspoon oregano

e One large onion, chopped

e Four large Mexican dried chili peppers

e Three large pods (cloves) garlic

e One tablespoon salt

e Two tablespoons ground comino (cumin)

Cut meat into half-inch cubes with a knife, trimming out all fat, rind and gristle. DO NOT
GRIND THE MEAT.

Drop ground beef and garlic in hot grease: cook slowly 15 minutes, add chili powder,
flour and cumin seed, stir and add water, salt and pepper, cook for 35 minutes.

Cut the suet into similar cubes. Put the suet into a heavy iron pot or kettle, and heat
until you have 1 or 2 tablespoons of fat in the kettle. Remove the suet (solids) and
discard it. Put the beef into the kettle, turn up the fire and cook until meat is browned,
stirring frequently. Add the chili powder, one tablespoon of comino, the oregano and
enough water to cover the meat well. Simmer very slowly over an asbestos pad for two
hours, adding a little water if necessary. Keep covered and stir well every half hour.

MEANWHILE, prepare the chili pepper as follows: Open the pods, remove all seeds,
fibers and stems; place in a saucepan, cover with water and cook over medium fire
about 15 minutes. Remove from pan, saving the cooking water. Carefully strip off the
thin, tough membrane that covers the peppers. This is easily done if you strip it off while
the peppers are still warm from the cooking.

Then take the pulp and either put it through a sieve or put into a food blender with the
cooking water and turn on the blender for about one minute. If sieved, mix the sieved
pulp with the cooking water.

AT THE END of the first 3-hour cooking period, uncover and add the pepper pulp and
cooking water, one large onion chopped fine; return to fire, cover and cook very slowly
over the asbestos pad for another hour. Next, chop the garlic and grind it with a pestle
into the tablespoonful of salt, until you have a paste. Add this garlic paste and the other
tablespoonful of comino to the chili. Continue cooking for another 15 minutes or more.



If the juice is thin, add one or two tablespoons of flour shaken up with a little cold water
in a tightly covered jar or bottle, to thicken.

Serve very hot with or without beans. Never cook the beans with the chili. This quantity
will serve six or more.

Note that neither recipe uses any tomatoes. Mr. Capers does use onion, but the only
other fresh ingredient is the garlic.

Mrs. Ventura's cooking time of 35 minutes seems a bit short. Mr. Capers' cooking time
of approximately four hours may be about right. (The cooking times given in the recipe
don't quite add up). Both recipes use flour to thicken the mix.

Next month, part two: Chili Competition Erupts in Terlingua.




