Judging Corner – The Fair

Fast forward to the Cuyahoga County Fair.  You’ve staged a few blooms along with a dozen of the rest of us.  You’ve exchanged pleasantries and “wows” with your friends staging their blooms.  You’ve gotten your judging assignment and been told to discuss your observations with your team.  You remembered to take a look at the whole show when you were done staging and you saw a big range in quality but not much in the way of perfection – after all, it is very early in the season.

Your team’s assignment is to begin with the B Decoratives.  If we had “fast forwarded” to the National/Midwest show in Chicago, you would be looking at class 201 and you might have to choose between 3 Evelyn Fosters, 2 Sterling Silvers, and a seedling for the best in that 201 group.  They are all white; they are all formal decoratives.  You could immediately begin the process of looking for form and color faults, as well as obvious faults from the “other half.”

However, we are still at the Cuyahoga Fair and you are looking at class 28.  It contains a Sterling Silver, 2 Edna C’s, a Square Circle, and 3 Baron Evan’s.  That is, you have both yellow and white and informal and formal decorative entries!  Clearly, your job with class 28 at the Cuyahoga show is tougher than your job would be at the National.  Mr. Big Shot, who came all the way from NY to help judge the fair, immediately says, “Well, we can set these two back because this Baron Evan has an open center and that Baron Evan is top facing.”  You think, boy Mr. BS is sure going to be a pain with whom to judge, but you smile politely and say, “I agree that the open center should be set back, but let’s leave the top facing bloom in the competition until we figure out if the others have similar or worse faults.”  Well said and yes(!), think of your fellow team mates.

You suggest that it might be a good idea to judge each of the individual cultivars first, pick the best in each of them, and then compare those to get to the class winner.  Even Mr. BS thinks that is a good idea.  You ask Miss Milk Toast, who hasn’t said anything yet, what she thinks about the relative merits of the Edna C’s.  She timidly says, “Well, the color on this one is wonderful, but that is only because it is so immature that it is only half open.  The other one is beginning to show some fading in the back but it is at its peak of development and the judging manual says it should be the winner.”  (Mr. BS’s mouth is hanging open in amazement; he liked the color on the one that was only half open.  He hadn’t gotten to the ‘fully mature’ part of the manual yet.)

You now have the best of each of the cultivars chosen.  Mr. BS is now a believer and says, “Edna C is obviously the winner; it is twice as big as that Baron Evan and lots prettier than the Square Circle.”  You think, where on earth is he coming from on “size” and “pretty,” but politely say, “I’m inclined to agree that the Edna C is the winner, but remember that there is no benefit or penalty for size and I’m not sure what you mean by ‘pretty.’  What do the rest of you think?”  Miss MT says that she thinks the damage in the back of the Sterling Silver is enough to take it out of the running and that the Square Circle is closer to a square than a circle.  She says that the choice between the Baron Evan and the Edna C is not easy because the Baron Evan is probably closer to ideal ID form than the Edna C is to ideal FD form.  She is inclined, however, to choose the Edna C because the Evan is slightly bearded.”  You think, wow, I’ll judge with her anytime!  Edna C gets the ribbon and you move on to the orange, flame, and bronze formal and informal decoratives – all of which are in class 29!

          The point of this tale, my friends, is that small shows with combined classes and widely mixed quality can be tougher to judge than bigger shows with more uniform quality.  Remember, too, that the strongest opinions aren’t necessarily the correct ones.  To be an effective judge, you should be well prepared, be knowledgeable about the judging manual, avoid prejudice, be polite (but assertive as necessary), and enjoy the process!

