
(JCCoE) and sanctioned by the American Culinary 
Federation (ACF), the competition is a training op-
portunity where young chefs come for fellowship, 
to share ideas and learn.

In the competition’s 41st year, there are roughly 
200 contestants participating from the U.S. armed 
services and several foreign countries, as well as thou-
sands of public spectators.

Ward, who also oversees the U.S. Army Culinary 
Arts Team, said the competition is similar to past 

years, but with a few modifications.
“Two most noticeable changes are 

the competition will not offer ice carv-
ing due to limited participation,” he 
said. “Also, the cold food ‘Team Buffet’ 
category has been redesigned to keep 
pace with the Culinary Olympics and 
American Culinary Federation Team 
Cold Food Competition.”

The Culinary Olympics, held ev-
ery four years in Germany, and the 
American Culinary Federation Cold 
Food Competition are two prestigious 
events in which the U.S. Army Culi-
nary Arts Team competes.

The Fort Lee competition’s most 
popular event, the Military Hot Food 
Kitchen, is featured daily. Teams pre-
pare three-course meals for diners, 
who act as unofficial judges.

“This event pits the best chefs in 
the armed forces against each other in 

Chief Warrant Officer 3 J.D. Ward remembers the 
lesson he learned in his first time participating 

in the Military Culinary Arts Competitive Training 
Event (MCACTE) at Fort Lee, Va., and wants this 
year’s entrants to come away consumed with the 
same passion and motivation for success.

Within a few hours of competition that first time, 
Ward’s initial overconfidence drained as he realized 
how little he knew about cooking compared with 
the other contestants. Rather than be discouraged, 
he vowed to learn more and return to the annual 
event with every opportunity.

Once an overconfident private first class, Ward 
is now a coordinator of MCACTE. “I sincerely hope 
that while serving in this position others can have 
at least half the rewarding experience that I have 
had here,” he said of the event, which ran March 5 
to 10, 2016, at Fort Lee.

Hosted by the Joint Culinary Center of Excellence 
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Where Young 
Chefs Learn

Fort Lee Culinary 
Competition Coordinator 

Recalls Contending

Ward, left, is eager to share his desire to learn and improve with 
other military culinarians. (Photo by Sgt. Michael J. MacLeod, USA)

Spc. Carlos Febus, a chef from Fort Hood, Texas, carefully places a piece of seared 
salmon onto his team’s main entrée at the Military Hot Food Kitchen event of the 41st 
annual Military Culinary Arts Competitive Training Event. One of the team’s waiters 
holds the plate while Staff Sgt. Kristoffer Underwood, the team captain, watches. 

(Photo by Amy Perry, Fort Lee Public Affairs)



focus while live cooking events and static food dis-
plays set the stage for daily public viewing at the 
Fort Lee Field House.

The competition format resembles structurally the 
World Culinary Olympics, which is held every four 
years in Erfurt, Germany.

The U.S. Army Culinary Arts Team (USACAT) is 
the U.S. National Military 
Culinary Team, which is 
part of Team USA, and 
sanctioned by the ACF.  
USACAT competes at 
local, national and in-
ternational culinary 
competitions, as well as 
provides training and 
conducts demonstrations 
all over the country. It 
opened to all branches of 
service in 2008, with one 
slot available per branch.

USACAT competitions 
are an opportunity for 
military chefs to sharp-
en and broaden cooking 
skills. Members are obli-
gated to share knowledge 
with whoever wishes to 
learn, which ultimately 
benefits the military din-

ers in troop dining facilities in garrison and on the 
battlefield.

CULINARY PATH
Ward began his path toward a culinary career while 

in college at Southwest Texas State. Looking for an 
alternative to the academic lifestyle, he decided to 
spend a year working in the best restaurant he could 
find and simply enjoy the food. Instead, he discovered 
a good fit with the business.

“I was infatuated with that lifestyle — the long 
hours and the tight-knit community within the kitch-
en, the environment with the wine, before-and-after 
dinner drinks, exposure to wonderful food and the 
ability to have that wonderful food available at any 
time,” he said.

Learning the basics, Ward worked his way up, and 
after a couple of years, he was a banquet sous chef. 
He found himself teaching culinary arts students, and 
he was getting promoted and receiving accolades.

The lifestyle turned out to be difficult in the long 
term. In five years, he worked 10 different jobs in 
Austin and San Antonio, a typical pattern for cooks 
eager to learn the ways of different chefs and kitchens. 
Much of the time, he had a day job and an evening 
job, consistently putting in 80 hours a week.

Around this time, he met his future wife, Paula, 

cooking competitions that can be likened to ‘Chopped’ 
and ‘Iron Chef America,’” said Ward, comparing the 
hot food kitchen event to popular TV shows.

Also popular is the International Team Challenge. 
It pits two-person teams in a competition that features 
a time limit and mystery basket consisting of ingre-
dients revealed shortly before the start and used to 
create multi-course meals. 
A panel of distinguished 
international judges se-
lects winners after care-
fully scrutinizing each 
creation.

The Armed Forces Mas-
ter, Senior and Junior Chef 
of the Year competitions 
are the event’s most pres-
tigious. The winners have 
appeared on the covers of 
national publications and 
were featured on TV shows 
such as “Fox and Friends.”

As in previous years, 
the competition serves 
as grounds to select new 
members of the U.S. Army 
Culinary Arts Team.

EXCELLENCE AND 
PROFESSIONALISM

Winners of the MCACTE are recognized in indi-
vidual and team categories, including Armed Forces 
Chef of the Year and Student Chef of the Year, fol-
lowing a week of competitions, such as the nutrition 
hot-food challenge, live cooking and military hot-food 
kitchen challenge.

MCACTE is sanctioned by the American Culinary 
Federation (ACF) to better military food service through 
individual and team competition, as well as showcase 
their talents.

The annual training event promotes growth in the 
culinary profession with special attention to modern 
culinary principles: development-ability, practical-
ity, nutrition, workmanship, economy, presentation, 
creativity and concept.

Each year, the annual training event provides an 
opportunity to raise culinary excellence and profes-
sionalism by recognizing individual and team efforts 
with certificates, medals, trophies and continuing 
education hours credit that may be used toward cre-
dentialing.

Held each year since 1973, except for Desert Storm 
in 1991 and Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2003, the 
competition involves hundreds of entries from the 
five service branches and an international panel of 
ACF chefs who are the judges.

Student chefs continue to be the competition’s 
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Spc. Srisaringharn Nichapa, a chef from Fort Drum, N.Y., squeezes 
chocolate filling into some molten lava chocolate cakes for the 
desert plate during the Military Hot Food Kitchen event of the 
41st annual Military Culinary Arts Competitive Training Event. 

(Photo by Amy Perry, Fort Lee Public Affairs)



AN OFFICER
Worn down by the long hours and multiple jobs, 

Ward needed a new challenge. He prepared a warrant 
officer packet, and was accepted.

Three years later, Ward said, he realizes it was the 
best decision of his career. Though he virtually has 
given up day-to-day culinary artistry, he explained, 
he is far more challenged as an officer and still is able 
to maintain his foothold in food service, something 
that he will always love.

“I am learning so much more as an officer than I 
ever would have as a chef,” he said. “I have a whole 
new level of experience. Now I see myself as a man-
ager, and to some degree, a food-service executive, 
rather than a chef. Who knows where I could have 
gone in 10 to 15 years as a chef, but I’ve grown so 
much more as a man.”

Any young cook who 
might be discouraged 
in the Army’s industrial 
food service system just 
needs to be exposed to the 
broader pieces of Army 
food service, Ward said.

“They have to look for 
it, and they have to ask,” 
he added. “It’s important 
to have that drive.”

While some enlistees 
may think the Army is go-
ing to give them a pro-
fessional education and 
experience to open a res-
taurant, that’s not entirely 
true, he noted. However, 
he added, it can give a 
soldier the maturity, the 
wisdom, the leadership 
and management skills 
they won’t necessarily 
get coming up through 

the ranks of a hotel kitchen.
“If you can cook two quality meals a day for 700 

troopers off a mobile containerized kitchen with a 
team of four cooks, then I know you can be a suc-
cess in any other piece of food service if you apply 
yourself,” he said. “It’s not necessarily true that if 
you cook successfully in a hotel kitchen, you can 
also cook on an Army field kitchen.”

An entry-level Army cook may not understand why 
he is doing some of the job’s tasks until becoming a 
senior leader, Ward said.

“He might spend his day preparing a single product 
for a field feeding exercise, but when you see from 
above the entire product coming together, then you 
understand the value that each soldier brings to the 
team,” he explained. —GFS

and read “Band of Brothers,” a book that rekindled 
an interest in the family tradition of military service.

“From the time that I was knee-high, I knew my 
father had been a paratrooper, and I always wanted 
to be a soldier,” he said. “I was 24 years old, and I 
said, ‘I have to join now, or I will be too old when it 
comes time to do it.’”

MILITARY DETOUR
Additionally, he thought the Army would give him 

a secure job and benefits to begin his new family. Little 
could he imagine that it would lead to working in 
the White House kitchen and meeting the president.

Ward enlisted for four years. The Army provided 
more opportunity for quicker advancement than life 
as a civilian chef would have, Ward said. There were 
once-in-a-lifetime opportunities as well, such as be-
ing the first member of 
the Quartermaster Corps 
to guard the Tomb of the 
Unknowns at Arlington 
National Cemetery.

During that initial en-
listment, Ward discovered 
the Culinary Arts Com-
petition, which sparked 
his desire to learn and 
improve. “I went to the 
culinary arts competition, 
and I realized that I didn’t 
know one-tenth of what 
I thought I knew about 
cooking,” Ward said.

At a culinary arts com-
petition, the young Army 
chef was recruited to work 
at the secretary of the Ar-
my’s mess in the Penta-
gon, where he cooked for 
the most-senior members 
of the Army staff.

In addition to working a day shift at the Pentagon’s 
Army kitchen, Ward spent four years also working 
nights at the White House residential kitchen as a 
contracted prep cook. A defining moment for Ward 
came when White House ushers told the auditioning 
chef and then Army staff sergeant it was a good sign 
that then-president George W. Bush wanted to meet 
him after the meal’s third course.

Thinking good thoughts, he changed into a new 
coat, a starched shirt and tie, a new apron on top of 
that, and a nice white toque hat. Then he waited.

In his fresh clothes, Ward went out to talk to the 
president and his wife, Laura, and their friends. They 
chatted about where he had cooked in Austin and 
the fact that he was still in the Army, and two weeks 
later, he was offered the job as the president’s chef.
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Staff Sgt. Matthew Flemister, a chef from Fort Huachuca, Ariz., 
prepares one of his dishes during the Armed Forces Chef of 
the Year competition at the Military Culinary Arts Competitive 
Training Event at Fort Lee. The annual event provides training 
opportunities and certification points with the American Culinary 

Federation. (Amy Perry Fort Lee Public Affairs)


