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From the Utah State Fair to First Place in Texas: 13-Year-Old Cook Wins National Steak 
Competition 

Salt Lake City, Utah — A 13-year-old Utah cook is turning a Utah State Fair opportunity into a national 
spotlight. After competing in a youth cookoff at the Fair, Merrill Oaks advanced to a national 
competition hosted by the Steak Cookoff Association—where he went on to take first place in Texas, 
competing against young cooks from across the country. 

Merrill’s passion for cooking started early. After watching Ratatouille at just five years old, he headed to 
the kitchen to make his first dish—an omelet—and hasn’t stopped cooking since. 

Despite facing competitors from experienced BBQ families across the country, Merrill wasn’t sure what 
to expect going into the national event. 

“I got there and saw all these BBQ families… and I was like, I’m so dead,” Merrill said. “Then 
they kept calling names… and I still hadn’t been called. When it got to second place, I was like, 
‘Are we serious right now?’” 

Moments later, his name was called as the winner. 

A Fair Opportunity That Sparked Something Bigger 

Merrill’s journey began at the Utah State Fair, where he entered a youth pork chop cookoff—
one of the Fair’s growing efforts to create more hands-on opportunities for young participants. 

That “golden ticket” moment led him to Texas, where he competed in a two-hour steak cookoff 
judged on appearance, texture, taste, and overall impression. 

Talent, Technique—and a Lot of Determination 

Despite competing against seasoned young cooks—many from families deeply rooted in BBQ 
culture—Merrill relied on a mix of instinct, research, and precision. 

“I only practiced a couple of times, so I thought I was done for,” he said. 

Instead, he leaned into technique: 

• Carefully trimming and shaping his steak  
• Using precise cook times down to the second  
• Cooking over charcoal, a more challenging method  
• Finishing with butter and carefully selected seasonings  

 
“I always think seasonings matter,” he said. 

His attention to detail paid off—earning him top scores and ultimately, first place. 
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More Than a Competition 

Merrill’s passion for cooking goes far beyond steak. 

He creates his own recipes, runs a small gelato business from home, and even teaches cooking 
classes to other kids. He also adapts recipes to meet dietary needs, navigating both Type 1 
diabetes and a gluten-free household—often choosing fresh, whole ingredients over pre-made 
mixes. 

From homemade pasta to unique gelato flavors like brown butter caramel pecan, his creativity 
continues to grow. 

Inspiring the Next Generation 

Now, Merrill’s story is already inspiring other kids to step into the kitchen—and onto the 
competition stage. 

“We want kids to see this and realize they can do it too,” said Nicki Claeys, Deputy Executive 
Director of the Utah State Fair. “The Fair is about creating opportunities—and sometimes those 
opportunities lead to something much bigger than you expect.” 

Merrill’s journey is proof of that. 

What’s Next 

Merrill has since been invited to compete in a world-level food competition later this year—an 
event often described as the “Super Bowl of food.” 

And if he could cook for anyone in the world? 

“Gordon Ramsay,” he said. 

Get Involved 

The Utah State Fair continues to expand youth competitions and hands-on 
opportunities, encouraging kids to explore creativity, build skills, and try something 
new. 
The 2026 Utah State Fair runs September 10–20 at the Utah State Fairpark & Event 
Center. 
For more information on upcoming competitions, visit utahstatefair.com. 
 
 


