The JUDGE’s Corner (April 2009)
Ron Miner  baronminer@aol.com
Many members of the DSO don’t show their blooms at our shows.  Since I would very much like to increase the number of DSO judges - and you have to show blooms in order to become a judge - I would like to encourage you all to give our shows a try!  Now is a good time to give some thought to taking a few blooms to a show this season.  My recommendation would be to start with the Cuyahoga County Fair on August 15.  It is a small and very friendly show; you don’t need to register in advance; there are numerous classes for Novice entries; you can join in the judging process as a candidate judge; and you get in the Fair for free.  What a deal!  Obviously, you can bring your current favorite flower if you wish. Elsewhere in this Digest, Jerry has printed a list of the biggest show winners around the country.  The ADS Classification and Handbook of Dahlias lists the biggest show winners in the Mid-West.  There is still time to get those cultivars at our tuber sales.  Give it a try; I’m sure you will enjoy showing our wonderful flowers and the Fair is a great place to start!  Now that you’ve started showing dahlias, you can start to judge them, too!  Welcome!

There are some basics that need to be emphasized for all judges.  Perhaps the key one is knowledge of growing, showing, and judging dahlias.  The first two items basically require some experience and the kind of mentoring that takes place during the staging of virtually every show I’ve ever attended.   The third item, knowledge of judging, really only comes from one source, The Guide to Judging Dahlias.  I hope you read and enjoy these columns and I hope that you listen well whenever you are judging with another judge or participating in a judging seminar - and that you learn something in each of those activities.  However, there is no substitute for actually reading the manual.  Every judge should do so every year.  Another basic is avoiding prejudice.  Barbara thinks I like yellow dahlias best because I keep lots of yellow seedlings.  She may well be right.  It is essential, however, that when I join a judging team, 

I make sure that prejudice is ‘turned off.’  When you read the manual, you will find that all colors start out equal.  The characteristics of the color will lead to changes in its merit, but at the outset a variegated dahlia is as good as solid color dahlias, etc.  The same comments apply, of course, to different dahlia types.  Until Form and Color and Substance and all the rest of the attributes are evaluated, a mignon single is as good as a waterlily or a huge formal decorative.  The most effective judging often takes place in a team format and another basic is, therefore, being able to function well in that team environment.  That ability generally breaks down into two pieces, listening well to the rest of the team and having the confidence to contribute to the group.  A corollary to that latter point is making a point of encouraging less experienced judges to contribute comments and questions.

One of the key lessons for new (as well as highly experienced!) judges is to keep their observations in perspective.  You might ask what provides that perspective.  If you’ve been reading these judging columns, I hope you immediately thought that the Seedling Evaluation Scorecard provides that perspective!  Is that what came into your mind?  It is that scorecard that leads us to consider form and color as being of much greater importance than bloom position, for example.  Recall that the scorecard rates Form at 28, Color at 22, Substance at 15, Stem and Foliage at 10 each, Bloom Position and Floriferousness or Uniformity at 5 each, and Distinction at 5.  It follows, therefore, that it is much more important that an entry has good form and color than it has a good position of the bloom on the stem – even though that position on the stem is often much easier to see than subtle form or color problems. 

By the way, if you missed any of the past Judging Corner articles, Sharon has them on our DSO website. Enjoy! I hope you all have a great start to the season!

