THE STANDARD OF PERFECTION
“Show Cattle”

Mark Lewis (“The Natural History of the Chicken” and “Cane Toads”) turns his lens on the colorful and competitive world of “Show Cattle,” one episode of a two-part series airing under the banner THE STANDARD OF PERFECTION. The one-hour “Show Cattle” follows the trials and tribulations of competitive cows in pursuit of the ultimate honor — “Supreme Champion” — at one of the most prestigious cattle shows on the East Coast, the Fryeburg Fair. 

Viewers see inside the little-known world of bovine makeovers, where pride and determination, not to mention steel-capped boots, transform a barnyard cow into a regional celebrity. THE STANDARD OF PERFECTION “Show Cattle” airs on PBS Wednesday, April 26, 2006, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET (check local listings).

“I’m thrilled to introduce ‘Show Cattle,’ an entertaining and endearing look at the relationships between owners and their cattle as the cows are bathed, groomed and clipped for competition at the Fryeburg Fair,” says filmmaker Mark Lewis, best-known for the critically acclaimed “The Natural History of the Chicken,” which aired on PBS in 2001.

The “standard of perfection” is the bible that defines every possible nuance of a show animal and has become the guideline by which judges award points in these competitions. Each animal is assessed on physical perfection, taking into account aesthetics such as form, facial features, color and patterns. Temperament also matters.

With wit, respect and the kind of imaginative approach that characterized “The Natural History of the Chicken,” “Show Cattle” dissects every part of the competition, including:

Preparation: Owners begin training their calves at two weeks of age. It takes years for the animals to learn how to present themselves inside the ring and to respond properly to competition commands. Months of meticulous grooming, physical conditioning and special diets are vital in the race to win the “Supreme Champion” title. “People that are talented in the cattle showing business are no different from an athlete. Their motivation is competition,” says beef cattle judge Randy Daniels.

Competition Day: In the hours before the contenders enter the ring, their owners are scurrying around trying to put the finishing touches on their work of art. They’ve sculpted each part of the prized bovine to perfection. Now all they need is a little hairspray to keep an unruly coat in line or some hand lotion to enhance the udder’s “natural beauty.” Once the cows have been pampered at the “bovine beauty salon,” they’re ready to be the prettiest cow at the fair. Owners are also keeping a watchful eye for potential sabotage from other competitors. Competition is stiff and everyone knows it. Roger Ridley, a proud cattle owner, says, “There are individuals who will go to any length to win, at any cost.”  

Inside the ring: Judges look for several key standards: the cow’s body must have a sharp, angular shape, blend well from head to rump, and ultimately lead the eye to the most important part of the competition: the udder. According to several attendees, “The money is where the udder is.”  

Will the brown-eyed Jersey or the black-spotted dairy cow wear the sash? “Show Cattle” shows all.
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