
M arine Corps food service teams share a com-
mitment to culinary excellence and improving 
quality of life, whether preparing meals in a 

large, professionally equipped garrison mess hall or 
the rigor of a rugged, small field kitchen.

Recognizing that commitment, the Marine Corps 
rewards high-quality food service performance by 
identifying the best mess halls and field messes each 
year with the annual Maj. Gen. William Pendleton 
Thompson Hill Memorial award.

Since it was established in 1985, the award has 
encouraged food service excellence and improved 
quality of life through competition. Overall team 
performance in delivering timely, nutritious and 
sanitary meals is summed up through evaluations 
that include 11 different aspects across the entire 
range of food service from preparation to clean up.

Performance is evaluated by two sets of Hill award 
judges; one is devoted to active-duty food service 
teams and another for reserve units. Each has rep-
resentatives from Headquarters Marine Corps plus a 
military corporate chef from the National Restaurant 
Association.

Awards are presented for 2016 in four categories: 
Best Military/Contractor Garrison Mess Hall; Best 
Full Food Service Contracted Garrison Mess Hall; 
Best Active Field Mess; and Best Reserve Field Mess.

BENEFITING MARINES
For the 31st consecutive year, Marine Corps 

food service teams vied either in defense of a title 
earned during last year’s awards or to raise their 
standard of performance and defeat an incumbent to 
claim the elusive honor.

Competing for the award culminates the hard work 
Marine Corps Food Service teams perform all year. 
“The benefit here is truly for the Marines,” said Lt. Col. 

Gary Spinelli, director of the Food Service Subsistence 
Program at Headquarters Marine Corps. “This gives 
them an opportunity to break out their field gear 
and really showcase what they can do.”

In doing so, culinary specialists competing for 
the Hill also gain a training opportunity through 
the constructive criticism received from the judges. 
Required training and the curriculum for Marine 
Corps food service specialists are regularly updated 
to refine performance. Working alongside regional 
contractors operating CONUS Marine Corps mess 
halls supplements that training, as do the lessons 
learned through the criticism and observations of 
Hill award judges.

Overall, the Marines remain calm and confident 
in their skills and accept both the praise and con-

W.P.T. Hill Awards
Acknowledge Contribution to Morale

**WINNER**

Mess Hall 5500, Marine Corps Air Station Miramar, Marine Corps 
 Installations West, San Diego, Calif.

Commanding Officer: Col. Jason Woodworth
Sodexo General Manager: Andrew Place
Mess Hall Marine Liaison: Gunnery Sgt. Antwan Macon

BEST MILITARY/CONTRACTOR GARRISON MESS HALL:

W.P.T. HILL AWARDS
EVALUATORS

ACTIVE DUTY:
Lt. Col. Gary Spinelli
Master Gunnery Sgt. Marco Barnes
Chef Nydia Ekstrom, global military executive 

chef, Unilever North America

RESERVE:
CWO-3 Derrick Scott
Robert Rice, NRA director and president of 

GoForth and Rice Restaurants
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structive criticism they receive from judges during 
Hill evaluations.

“They’re looking good,” said Spinelli. “What makes 
somebody really shine through, or not, is their abil-
ity to come together and function well as a team.”

PASSION FOR COOKING
Culinary specialists in the Marine Corps food ser-

vice program share a passion for cooking that many 
acquired when growing up and watching a parent or 
grandparent. Some see an opportunity to raise their 
culinary expertise by putting their enthusiasm and 
skills to work. Others are finding that passion and 
are eager to learn.

Marine Wing Support Squadron 274 takes the 
same approach to competing for the Hill award every 
year, even as it defends the title it earned in 2015 
as Best Field Mess.

Winning the W. P. T. Hill award for a consecutive 
year will be an outstanding accomplishment. “We 
compete for this award every year,” said Staff Sgt. 
Owen Bailey, a food service specialist with MWSS-
274. “We won the award for 2015 and now we are 
competing for 2016.”

Inspection this year presented an unexpected chal-
lenge, but not enough to distract the team. Tem-
peratures at Marine Corps Air Station Cherry Point, 
N.C., were blistering cold on Jan. 20 as food service 
specialists prepared a three-course meal as the Hill 
evaluators watched.

“As we were preparing, we were fighting against 
the elements, but that’s why we are the best branch 
within the armed forces because we accomplish the 
mission in any clime and place,” said Bailey.

The Marines spent more than 10 days preparing 
for the inspection, which tests their ability to pay 
attention to detail, utilize self-management skills and 
maintenance for the upkeep of the field environment 
including the kitchen.

In addition to working on repeating as champions, 

the Marines were demonstrating skills for the judges 
while improving other aspects of performance. The 
Marines conducted maintenance to keep the mess 
tent operational and they provided themselves with 
hot water for sanitation and cooking.

“Despite having power outages in the beginning 
stages of preparation, we were able to get the food 
out fast,” said Lance Cpl. Christina Carmona, a food 
service specialist with Headquarters and Headquar-
ters Squadron. “We have worked hard, and we are 
constantly improving.”

Teams welcome the attention that competing for 
the Hill brings to the work of food service Marines, 
which otherwise gets overlooked or simply taken for 
granted. “Other Marines sometimes downplay food 
service Marines because they don’t know exactly 
what we do,” said Sgt. Cindy Argueta, a chief cook in 
Food Service Co. in the 1st Marine Logistics Group at 
Camp Pendleton, Calif. “For us, this is when Marines 
that really care put all their heart into their products 
and actually show what they’re capable of.”

QUALITY OF LIFE
Winning the award also acknowledges the con-

**WINNER**

Mess Hall 3120, Marine Corps Base Camp Pendleton, Calif., 
Marine Corps Installations West.

Commanding General: Brig. Gen. Edward Banta
Sodexo District Manager: Richard Kassabian
Sodexo General Manager: Jackie “Jay” Murphy

BEST FULL FOOD SERVICE CONTRACTED GARRISON MESS HALL:

**WINNER**

Marine Wing Support Squadron 172, Marine Aircraft Group 36, 1st 
Marine Aircraft Wing, III MEF, Okinawa, Japan.

Commanding Officer: Lt. Col. Craig Grant
Field Mess Manager: Master Sgt. Eddie Powers
Field Mess Assistant Manager: Gunnery Sgt. Larry Thomas

BEST ACTIVE FIELD MESS
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As for the award competition, Homidas considered 
winning or losing to be less important compared 
with the primary responsibility of fueling Marine 
performance.

“As much as I would love the bragging rights of 
saying we’re the best, that’s not my main priority,” 
he said. “Our job is to make sure Marines have the 
energy and nutrition they need to complete their 
mission. If we happen to win an award while doing 
it, then I’ll take it.”

Camp Kinser competed in early stage of Hill 2016 
award evaluations in the category of the best mess 
hall or field mess in the Asia-Pacific region.   —GFS

tribution Marine Corps food service specialists make 
to improve quality of life. “Chow is morale,” said 
Sgt. Jonathan Denham, a food service specialist with 
Food Service Company, Headquarters Regiment, 3rd 
MLG, III Marine Expeditionary Force at Camp Kinser, 
Okinawa, Japan. “When the quality of chow is low, 
morale begins to deplete. As food service specialists, 
we work hard to make sure this doesn’t happen.”

On the day of Hill evaluation, cooks on the Camp 
Kinser team arrived at the Thunderdome field mess 
early in the morning and immediately went to work 
cutting through miniature mountains of biscuit dough, 
stirring pools of melted cheese, and grilling enough 
pork chops to feed more than 300 hungry service 
members expected to show up for lunch.

Judges evaluating the Camp Kinser team during 
this year’s Hill award process studied 11 different 
categories, including operations, sanitation, taste 
and quality of food.

The cooks cut no corners, ensuring the quality of 
the meal did not diminish as the quantity required 
to be prepared rose. 

“I make every meal as if I were cooking for my 
family,” said Lance Cpl. Ashreonia Friar, a food service 
specialist with the company. “When Marines are out 
on field exercises or operations for a long period of 
time, hiking through jungles and sleeping out in the 
rain, they quickly start to lose the motivation they 
need to continue the mission. If I can provide them 
with something to look forward to and give them 
that oomph they need to go on, then I did my job.”

As cooks worked to prepare meals on the kitchen’s 
sizzling grills and hot ovens, fellow Marines were 
constructing a dining area. Every aspect of the dining 
hall was assembled to create the perfect eating environ-
ment, including an aesthetically pleasing salad bar.

“The setup of the dining area is almost as impor-
tant as the food itself,” said Sgt. Steven Homidas, 
the chief cook for the field mess with the company. 
“Out in the field the chow tent is like a safe haven 
for Marines. This is where the Marines come to relax 
and unwind.”

**WINNER**

Combat Logistics Regiment 45, 4th Marine Logistics Group, 
Marine Forces Reserve, Smyrna, Ga.

Commanding Officer: Col. Matthew Puglisi
Food Service Officer: CWO 3 Alex Roman
Field Mess SNCOIC: Gunnery Sgt. Lorenzo Barr

BEST RESERVE FIELD MESS

Sgt. Cindy Argueta, a chief cook 
with Food Service Company, 
Headquarters Regiment, 1st 
Marine Logistics Group, cre-
ates information cards for a 
meal that will be graded and 
judged by representatives from 
Headquarters Marine Corps and 
the National Restaurant Asso-
ciation in competition for the 
Maj. General William Pendle-
ton Thompson Hill Memorial 
award in the field mess category 
aboard Camp Pendleton, Calif. 

(PHOTO BY CPL. UNIQUE ROBERTS, U.S. 
MARINE CORPS.)
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