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Four young grill masters compete 
in the 2021 Mr. Loran's BBQ Contest 

 
Seen here, the four young barbecue cooks are caught at moments in the 
contest. The seriousness of them demonstrating their grill skills is captured 
partially in these pictures. At top left is Veronica Rigby, 15, of Dixie County 
FFA. At top right is Bailey Bird, 11, of Wekiva 4-H. At bottom left is Liam 
Meeks, 14, of Bronson FFA; and at bottom right is J.R. Hudson III, 14, of 
Chiefland FFA. 
 
Story and Photos 
By Jeff M. Hardison © March 8, 2021 at 11:11 a.m. 
     FANNING SPRINGS -- The Eighth Annual Mr. Loran's BBQ Contest on Sunday 
afternoon (March 7) showed lean eye of the round steaks as the meat being cooked, and 
for the first time as part of the contest – grilled vegetables are considered by the judges. 
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After being asked if he minded having his picture taken, Loran Brookins, 
for whom this contest is named, spontaneously invited some members of 
the Hudson family to join him. Seen here are (from left) Chiefland City 
Councilman J. Rollin Hudson Jr., barbecue contestant J.R. Hudson III, 
Reagan Hudson and Brookins. Reagan Hudson is a 19-year-old student at 
the University of Florida, where she is taking courses on a path of 
nutritional science as well as pre-med. Nina Hudson, J.R. and Reagan's 
mother was nearby. She is a teacher in Levy County. 
 
     Named in honor of Loran Brookins, a longtime leader in the Suwannee River Fair 
Youth Livestock Show and Sale (SRF), this activity provides another opportunity for 
young people from the Tri-County Area to participate in this fair, to learn more about 
barbecuing and to compete with others with a demeanor of good sportsmanship that is 
reflected throughout the SRF. 
     Holly Houghton, the volunteer who served as BBQ Contest Superintendent, said the 
previous barbecue cooks from a couple of other years have had vegetables, but this year 
the three judges are considering that as part of the whole for deciding the winner. 
     This year’s judges are Becky Bussard, Lint Jerrels and Tyler Voorhees. 
     Judge Bussard said the 2020 contestants had grilled vegetables. She added that these 
2021 cooks will all see the comments from the judges as part of the education from this 
competition. By looking at what judges note, she said, the contestants may improve for 
next year’s round if they compete in the 2022 Mr. Loran's BBQ Contest. 
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     For readers who are unfamiliar with a colloquial custom in some parts of North 
Central Florida, it is seen as friendly or endearing to call a person by “mister,” “miss” or 
“missus” and then their first name rather than their last name. Hence, “Mr. Loran” 
rather than “Mr. Brookins.” 
     Judge Jerrels mentioned that he competed as a member of 4-H some 28 years ago, 
when he cooked a half chicken. He won the contest that year. 
     Judge Voorhees, who has competed in the SRF youth livestock show and sale, said he 
is now in his fourth year away in time from showing, because he graduated that long 
ago. Voorhees misses being able to show livestock in the SRF, he said. 
     Like the four barbecue contestants, the judges were very attentive to their duties of 
the day, just as all of the superintendents and other volunteers take their SRF 
responsibilities to heart. 
     Houghton, who, when she is not volunteering is the director of the University of 
Florida’s Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences (UF/IFAS) Extension in Dixie 
County, mentioned that the UF/IFAS Extension members from Dixie and Gilchrist 
counties are taking their earned time off to be volunteers rather than vacationing. 
     Houghton, the director, coordinator or superintendent for this event, said 11 
members of either FFA or 4-H registered to compete in the BBQ contest this year. One 
had a conflict due to being in a bass fishing tournament that day. Five had “family 
matters” that caused them to miss it, and one competitor just did not make it. 
     The final four pit masters of the day are Bailey Bird, 11, of Wekiva 4-H; J.R. Hudson 
III, 14, of Chiefland FFA; Liam Meeks, 14, of Bronson FFA; and Veronica Rigby, 15, of 
Dixie County FFA. 

 
Nina Hudson, 
Rollin 
Hudson and 
Reagan 
Hudson are 
among the 
family 
members 
watching J.R. 
Hudson as he 
cooked. All 
three of the 
other cooks 
had family 
members 
supporting 
them by their 
presence as 
well. 
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     All of the contestants found an unanticipated challenge this year. The wind whipped 
through the City of Fanning Springs. This caused ashes to fly and materials to be 
inclined to blow off of the tables. 
     With eye of the round being the cut of meat to be barbecued, Houghton said the 
traditional and established 90-minute rule of timing from lighting the grills to serving 
the steaks was not applicable. 
     These cooks were given more time for marinating or applying rub to the cuts they 
chose. However, from their responses to the leader of the event mentioning that, it 
seemed like each cook had prepared the time limit as part of their plan for creating the 
winning BBQ dish of the day. 
     Young Mr. Hudson was seen physically tenderizing the meat with a meat hammer 
and he rubbed in 
his special mix of 
spices for flavor 
and best texture. 
The other three 
young barbecue 
cooks applied 
their marinating 
and special skills 
for taste and 
tenderness. 
     As in all past 
years, the 
winners in this 
competition are 
announced at the 
awards night event.        Liam Meeks ties his apron behind himself as he          
                                         prepares for the contest. 

                                        
Judges (from 
left) Tyler 
Vorhees, 
Becky 
Bussard and 
Lint Jerrels 
pause for a 
photo 
opportunity. 
They will 
decide the top 
winner and 
other 
rankings in 
the contest. 
The decision 

about this winner will be announced during awards night. 
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Bailey Bird had the 
presence of mind to 
be the first to 
choose from among 
the available cuts of 
meat that were 
donated by The 
Quincey Cattle Co. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Having made her choice of 
which sealed packet of two 
eye of the round steaks to 
use, Bailey Bird agrees to 
a photo op for one second 
before taking the meat to 
a better place for proper 
pre-cooking temperature. 
All of the cooks were in 
competitive mode 
including from the choice 
of their clothes, through 
the monitoring of meat 
temperatures at various 
stages of the process from 
taking the steaks from the 
cooler, on the grill and 
before placing on a plate 
for consumption. 
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At the outset of her barbecue competition, Veronica Rigby shows her 
cooking station is orderly. Like the other three contestants, she, too, is well-
attired for the task at hand. 
 

 
J.R. Hudson III is seen with a well-ordered station before the grill is lit. 
Like the other three cooks, he overcame obstacles presented by wind. 
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Liam Meeks is stationed between two buildings, perhaps the best place for 
wind reduction. Here he is with a fine set of sauces and equipment ready to 
barbecue. His father John Meeks mentioned that his son was able to find a 
perfect grill at Ace Hardware of Bronson. John Meeks is the chairman of 
the Levy County Board of County Commissioners as well as being the owner 
of the Ace Hardware Store in Bronson. All of the children had family 
members present throughout the program in a show of support for the 
young competitive BBQ cooks. 

 

 
The two eye of 
the round steaks 
being prepared 
by J.R. Hudson 
show some of 
the special 
seasoning that 
just may be part 
of the answer to 
going home with 
the belt buckle. 
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J.R. Hudson III tenderizes the eye of the round steaks manually. For people 
who like their steaks tender, this may be the answer to improve that aspect 
of this lean cut of meat. An eye of the round roast is excellent for diners, 
too. As for a BBQ grilling contest, this cut presents a challenge not 
experienced by grillers of more marbled cuts. Some barbecue cooks enjoy 
fat melting and dripping on charcoal to create a certain added smoke flavor. 
Some diners enjoy chewing the fat too. And some folks cut even the fat that 
did not burn off during the cooking. These cuts of meat, each being between 
three-quarters of one inch and one inch, are lean beef. So, the cooks had to 
factor that into their pre-cooking process as well as while grilling them. 
 
     The top winner – the Best Barbecuer, or Prime Pitmaster, or Greatest Griller, or the 
Super Searer in this contest – is set to take home a belt buckle for his or her best in show 
delicacy, as decided by the three judges. While the three enjoyed the taste of the great 
works by the young BBQ chefs, judging is not an enviable duty. However, someone must 
volunteer, and these three adults answered that call. 
     There are a first, second and third place ribbons available in three age divisions in 
this competition as well, Houghton said, although this year’s set of barbecue 
competitors may not cover all three age groups. 
     Judges Bussard, Jerrels and Voorhees determined points in regard to cooking skills, 
sensory evaluation and participant preparation. 
     As for cooking skills, there was a review of equipment and utensils. Were they: 
practical? efficient? complicated? timely? appropriately arranged? Was there cleanup of 
work area and equipment? Yes or No. 
     All four cooks took care and paid attention to proper hygiene, including meat 
temperatures and surface cleanliness. 
     Was the appearance and cleanliness of the person satisfactory and appropriate before 
and during cooking? How about their apron and other attire? 
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     All four young people were very well dressed for their contest, and all four of them 
were very well mannered when answering questions of a journalist who found answers 
without too much distraction of the participants and judges. 
     By the way, all four cooks had parents and other family members watching from a 
distance. 
     Of course, to barbecue, the fire and smoke factors are important. 
     Did the contestant demonstrate skill in starting the fire? Was the method safe? Was 
extra fuel needed after initial ignition? 
     Regarding controlling fire, was person skilled in controlling it? Was there excessive 
smoke or flame? Fire and heat control are especially important when cooking 
barbecuing. Did the cook demonstrate overall cooking skills? Did he or she show they 
known how to safely use a knife? Did the contestant demonstrate safe handling of 
uncooked meat? Did the cook demonstrate a safe marinating-rubbing technique? 
     Regarding the participants’ skill in barbecuing, was the meat turned before 
blistering? Was the meat stuck to the grill? Was food safety observed? 
     Each cook could cook two eye of the round steaks. They each chose the one of those 
two steaks to let the judges sample. 
     Judges checked each steak submitted for their rulings in regard to their sensory 
evaluation. 
     Regarding appearance, judges considered the color, uniformity, burnt, or if it was 
speckled with ash. As for the texture, they considered if the pork steak was chewy, 
tough, tender, rubbery, as well as if it were too juicy, too dry or exactly right for 
moisture. Judges considered the flavors of the prepared eye of the round, including how 
the marinate-rub worked with the barbecue effort. 
     Was there an off flavor, such as the taste of charcoal lighter fuel? Just how good was 
the barbecue flavor? As for participant preparation, was the participant on time? Did he 
or she correctly complete the registration? Was the project record sheet completed 
correctly? The competition was strong, and the requirements were tough; however, from 
all appearances Sunday afternoon, the cooks enjoyed this contest. 
     This year, The Quincey Cattle Co. donated the eye of the round steaks that were each 
between three-quarters and one-inch thick. Each contest was given a sealed package 
with two of those fine pieces of beef inside. Donations from business interests and 
individuals have funded the SRF for decades now. 
     Houghton said each year the barbecue contest organizers choose the meats. They vary 
between chicken, pork and beef. The organizers have tried to have the same type of meat 
two years in a row, although they are not always the same cut, she said. 
     The idea of adding the side dishes in the judgment is to show the cooks that they can 
grill something with the meat to complement the meal, Houghton said. And this will be 
added in consideration of the overall score – this year, she said. 
     Bird said she chose carrots as the vegetable to grill for the judges. 
     Hudson said his choice for a side dish was inspired by a Brazilian steakhouse. He 
grilled pineapple flavored with cinnamon, and zucchini with salt, pepper and olive oil. 
     Meeks said his grilled vegetables are pineapple, avocado and lime. 
     Rigby said judges would be enjoying a corn and pepper medley grilled by her. By the 
way, while this is her first SRF grilling competition, although she has barbecued for the 
Dixie County FFA Alumni. 
     Loran Brookins on Sunday said he feels it is great to have this annual barbecue 
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contest named after him. 
     “I love it,” Brookins said. “It started as a joke, but then we just left it that way. It’s a 
good little thing these kids can do.” 
     The chance to give children another activity to be part of the SRF is a winning idea. 
For adult barbecue cooks everywhere, it is encouraging to see young people lighting 
their fires to cook on the grills too. 
     To see the 2016 story about this event, click HERE. 
     To see the 2017 story about this event, click HERE. 
     To see the story and photos from the 2019 contest, click HERE. 
     The former newsmobile for HardisonInk.com was destroyed in a crash as a 
particularly intrepid, prolific and illustrious journalist was on the way to cover the Mr. 
Loran's BBQ Contest in 2018. That vehicle was a Jeep Compass. A Jeep Liberty that had 
been the newsmobile before that wore out. The current newsmobile is a 2013 Nissan 
Juke, purchased from Jenkins Hyundai of Leesburg, and regularly serviced at Jenkins 
Hyundai of Ocala. 

 

 

https://hardisoninkarchive.files.wordpress.com/2016/03/3-20-16-hardisonink-com-mr-lorans-bbq.pdf
https://hardisoninkarchive.files.wordpress.com/2017/03/3-20-17-hardisonink-com-8-steak-chefs-compete.pdf
https://hardisoninkarchive.files.wordpress.com/2019/03/3-11-19-hardisonink.com-two-divisions-three-judges-and-seven-competitors-are-the-recipe-for-the-2019-mr.-lorans-bbq-contest.pdf

