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Livestock show continues 
at the Suwannee River Fair 

 

 
The sign on the gate for the Ag-Life contest. 
 

 
Story and Photos 
By Blaine M. Vitallo © March 8, 2021 at 12:11 p.m. 
HardisonInk.com Correspondent 
     FANNING SPRINGS — The Suwannee River Fair Youth Livestock Show and Sale 
(SRF) hosted its 69th annual all-day livestock show Saturday afternoon (March 6), 
providing an opportunity for young people from Dixie County, Gilchrest County and 
Levy County to show their skills and what they’ve learned. 
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A student takes the Ag-Life test and is seen here at one of the stations. 
 

 
Students sign in to compete. 
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Students take 
the test in the 
Ag-Life 
Contest. 
 
 
 

 

 

Kole 
VanAernam 
(left), a member 
of the Junior 
Fair Board of 
the SRF, and 
Holly 
Houghton, a 
renowned and 
respected SRF 
volunteer and 
active member 
in the 
agricultural and 
educational 
professions, 
pause for a 
photo op when 
requested. 
Houghton is the 

director of the Ag Extension Office in Dixie County, however here she is 
simply volunteering on her own time to help young people participate and 
learn about agricultural science. 
 



HardisonInk.com 
 
The bull show arena, 
which becomes the dog 
show arena, the goat 
show arena, the show 
and sale arena and 
serves in other 
capacities as well. The 
rebuilt arena is in large 
part thanks to 
significant donations 
from the Anderson 
family of Dixie 
County. Joe H. 
Anderson, Jr., lifelong 
resident of Old Town 
and founder of 
Anderson Columbia 
Co. Inc., passed away 
Tuesday, Nov. 29, 
2016, at the age of 77, 
however his surviving 
family members have 
continued to donate to 
worthy causes since 
then. 
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Judge Kade Patton examines the competitors during the bull show. 
 
     Some of the intiial events at the SRF this year included an Ag-Life contest that was 
open to all youths aged 8 to 18 years old. The Ag-Life contest is a comprehensive test of 
participants’ general ag (agriculture) knowledge. This year, the theme was identification. 
Participants were challenged to identify farm equipment, color patterns of horses, and 
the ingredients to different feed products, among other things. 
     The contest was held under an open-air barn with stations set up for contestants to 
move between the stations as they answered questions in little booklets. The weather 
was cold and rainy, but a large crowd of kids and teens lined up outside of the barn for a 
chance to prove their smarts and their skills. 
     The best score earned that young person a special belt buckle, with other high score 
earning youth being awarded trophies. 
      “We try to balance the competition out with some easy questions, medium questions, 
and hard questions,” said Holly Houghton, one of the volunteers. “There are even some 
college level questions.” 
    Houghton, who is the director of the University of Florida’s Institute of Food and 
Agricultural Sciences (UF/IFAS) Extension in Dixie County, said that the UF/IFAS 
Extension members from Dixie and Gilchrist counties are taking their earned time off to 
be volunteers rather than vacationing. Therefore, she is a volunteer rather than being 
the Dixie County Extension director. 
     Houghton was a coordinator for the contest. She explained that consumer choice 
judging was an important part of the contest, which included detailed scenarios to test a 
contestant’s ability to judge the best and most cost-effective products to meet their 
needs. 
     Houghton provided an example. 
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     “Dad told little Joey that it’s time to rake the leaves, and his sister wants to help. He 
needs to find the best-priced garbage bag… but it needs to be something his 4-year old 
sister can help him hold.” 
     She said contestants would have to consider many factors in making their decisions. 
      “We’re testing their overall knowledge,” she said. 
     Assisting with the contest as well as the other events was the Lower Suwannee Junior 
Fair Board. The Junior Fair Board is a new organization, and this was the first year it 
has participated in the livestock show. 
     The junior board is comprised of volunteer 4H and FFA alumni aged 18 to 25 years 
old. 
     Normally the Senior Fair Board plans and carries out the livestock show, with 
younger alumni assisting individually. But the Fair Board felt that unifying the younger 
alumni would give them greater impact on the fair as well as its rules and how it is run. 
      “They’re in the same structure as the Senior Board, but it’s specifically for college and 
career age [members],” said a representative of the Fair Board. 
     This means that Junior Board members have the same positions and roles as the 
Senior Board, including a chair and a treasurer. 
      “Our hope is that it’s going to start this new opportunity for recent alumni to connect 
with the fair and continue to be involved,” the representative said. 
     This is one way the fair board is preparing its youths for supervisory roles while also 
allowing them to have a larger impact on the fair. 
     Members of the Junior Fair Board are selected via an application process that 
considers their showing and service in previous fairs. Up to three members are selected 
per county. 
     This was also the first year the fair has hosted its own bull show. Participants entered 
into one of three classes based on the age of the bull, with a winner being decided for 
each class, as well as a grand champion and reserve champion being decided for the 
show. 
     The bull show was small this year, since it was the first show, but Fair Director 
Houston McKenzie believes that next year they might have double the number of 
entries. 
     The heifer show was very large this year, with several classes organized by weight. A 
heifer is a young female cow that has not given birth to a calf. 
     Both shows were held inside the relatively new fair building, which is less than eight 
years old. The building is large, with long metal bleachers and a spacious arena for the 
bulls and heifers. 
     McKenzie laughed as he said that it would take them hours to clean up the wood 
shavings in the arena after the show, as he leaned against the railing that surrounded 
the arena. They would need to use shovels and wheelbarrows to get the job done. 
     Though young, most of the participants in the bull and heifer shows were veterans of 
livestock shows, McKenzie said. Some have been to 20 or more shows throughout 
Florida, Georgia, and even Kentucky. 
     Some of the bulls and heifers were homegrown and others were bought, but in either 
case they were judged according to how well the participants had raised and cared for 
them. 
     According to McKenzie, this particular show is very competitive, with winners of the 
Suwannee River Fair performing well even at larger livestock shows. 
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      “You’re trying to win the show, to have the best cow here,” he said. 
     The criteria for judging the bulls and heifers can be difficult to explain and a little 
subjective, McKenzie said. But a good judge sees the best bull regardless of breed. 
McKenzie said that market tastes are considered. 
     This year’s show was judged by Kade Patton, who operates a large farm in Illinois. He 
has judged many such events across the country. 
     Livestock shows are important for the young participants, most of whom are in 
middle and high school, because they provide the participants a chance to show their 
skills in raising livestock. 
     As a result of this show, participants may be able to sell their bulls for thousands of 
dollars each. One of McKenzie’s daughters was able to buy a car using the money she 
earned selling a steer. A steer is a male livestock that is sold for beef. The heifers they 
raise can be used as a first step toward starting their own herds. 
     The bull show grand champion was Brandon Weber, and the reserve champion was 
Riley Locke. The winner of Class 1 was Savannah Geralds. The winner of Class 2 was 
Brandon Weber, and the winner of Class 3 was Riley Locke. 
     Winners of the Heifer show included Devin Rogers, Abbey Watt, Riley Locke, Emma 
Land, and Austin Phillips. 
     Publisher’s Note: If a person’s name is spelled incorrectly here, please send me an 
email to HardisonInk@gmail.com and I will update it with the correct spelling. 
     Also, to see the schedule of the SRF through March 17, please look at the CALENDAR 
PAGE on the right side, where that as is above the one for the performance of 
Cinderella, which is above the more permanent ad for the City of Williston. 
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