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I hit the Frostburg Chili Festival the weekend before the Fourth, pulling a little Daddy duty for The Boy and his bud, expecting little in the way of Daddy diversion. Then I saw the beer tent.

“It’s over there,” the girl at the moonbounce in left field advised, directing us across the Community Park ballfield to right field, where the rest of the festival unfolded, including ticket sales for the rides, which I’d asked about. “In the white tent.”

“Cool,” said I, or something to that effect, for I was pleasantly primed by an afternoon sun shining down from a sky checkered with bleach-white clouds stretching east beyond Frostburg State University to Dan’s Mountain in the distance. A light breeze and temps in the upper 70s made for a great day to festivalize.

Heading across the infield, though, not one but three white tents loomed among the booths and concession trailers. T’would be an adventure finding the ticket tent. A half-dozen boys frantically beating frozen wet T-shirts against the wooden floor of one tent hinted at ticket sales elsewhere. Moving on, eyes cast heavenward toward a sign above the second tent found divine inspiration in the message conveyed.

“Beer is evidence that God loves us and wants us to be happy.”

No, that’s not what the sign said. All it said was “Beer.” The quote is from Benjamin Franklin, as related in an earlier column by Banker Joe the Brewmeister. Some quotes are worth repeating, and on this, the recent occasion of the nation’s 231st birthday, I offer it as a toast to freedom, independence and days of yore when we were a people less puckered.

But the beer had to wait. Found the good lady selling tickets in the third white tent, and she kindly let the boys ride free, as it was late in the day. Depositing the youngsters with three house-sized inflatable rides, I returned to right field just in time for what proved to be the festival highlight. More than a hundred people of all ages milled about the T-shirt-beaten stage as 10 lunatics sat down for the chili pepper eating contest. The rules called for consumption of three or four Jalapenos – rated at up to 8,000 on what is known as the Scoville heat index – followed by a similar number of Serranos, rated up to 22,000, and finally, a batch of pumpkin-shaped Habaneros, at a blistering 325,000.

Two contestants bailed after wolfing the first pepper, one guy teetering away to a quiet spot where he proceeded to double over. He wouldn’t be the only one to go down blowing chunks. Just like that, it was for real. The audience perversely but merrily reveled in the pain so evident on the contorted faces of the competitors. 

Yet one on the stage seemed eerily calm, as if he knew something we didn’t. While others had their cheering sections, Mick from Down Under was a mysterious outsider.

Others faded through the Jalapenos, suffering various degrees of chest-thumping, tear-streaming agony, until they pushed their chairs away, not always at the pain, I figured, but at the prospect of so much more. By the middle of the Serranos, it was down to the final three. Guthrie did Upper Consol proud, but finally wilted, leaving the goatee’d, biker-bad Ogre facing a bookish Mick, clad in a sand-colored floppy hat.

“The smaller they are, the hotter they are,” the animated MC intoned, as two ping-pong ball sized Habaneros were placed before the pair. Perhaps 30 minutes into the contest, the two survivors were about to kick it up 15 notches or so, and the crowd responded, not sure what to expect.

They both survived the first round. After a 35-second break, the second little Habanero pumpkin was served. A lightning round hovered should they get past the next two: Five of those bad boys lined up on the table, and who can down them the fastest. And live.

Mick wore a downcast look of semi-conscious detachment that Prof. Mary interpreted as a sign of pending collapse. I suspected it was his game face. Ogre bucked and pounded and ground it out. It was true grit agin’ Aussie finesse, with chants of “USA, USA” leaving no doubt as to the crowd favorite.

Grit expired after the second Habanero. Ogre fought ‘till the end, pushing back, half rising from his chair, sitting back down, grabbing at his mouth: The death throes of a true competitor.

Finally, stepping from the stage, he turned his back to the crowd, and hugged the chain link fence behind the stage as one latches onto porcelain after a few too many.

Mick took away a T-shirt crown and 50 bucks, to loud applause from a crowd fully appreciative of his feat. But not before Ogre, having broken away from a knot of supporters, moved across the stage to congratulate the winner. Not with a handshake, but with the bear hug of two men who’d been through the fire together.

Game over and festival winding down, we retreated to the pool, the good professor and I sitting beneath a big oak tree as the boys splashed away, afternoon fading to evening.

Frostburg has hit upon a winning formula with its Mountain City Chili Cookoff. Over by the pavilion, as happily reported in a recent letter on this page, the Lions Club sold out their barbecue chicken. Free admission made for a pool alive with splashes, squeals and laughter.

In Cumberland the next week, Canal/Railfest would mount one of its best festivals ever, an official also reported on this page, just as happily.

Both events were blessed by great weather, but they also featured beer. No brawls or rowdy drunks, just adults doing as some adults will do at any picnic or family reunion worthy of the name.

Not an argument, just an observation…

