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Introduction

I grew up a cat person because my parents favored felines. As I entered adulthood, I was introduced to the joy of dog ownership by my first wife (yes, that relationship is long over with). My love of dogs and their companionship grew over the years to the point that, up until recently, I had four canine best friends living with me. Unfortunately, Mother Nature over the years took three from me, so I’m down to one, but considering the addition of another.

My background will probably help you understand my interest in the Westminster Dog Show, which I watch on TV each year. I am amazed at how smoothly the show dogs navigate their obstacle courses and then present themselves in walks around the ring. I am equally amazed at the owners and trainers and how they get their dogs to be so dynamic and obey commands so beautifully.

That sense of wonder became the motivation behind my researching and writing this book – to discover the secrets of the owners and trainers who produce such beautiful canine marvels. I’ve been a writer and author – and even a university writing instructor – my entire career, so I applied my background and the skills I’ve mastered in my career to produce this book for anyone dreaming of entering the Westminster Dog Show with their wonderful best friend.

The book is divided into two parts. The first is “Secrets of the Winners,” which recounts what recent owners and trainers did to prepare their dogs to compete – and ultimately win – at the Westminster Dog Show. These winners include Wasabi, a Pekinese; Monty, a Giant Schnauzer; and Sage, a Miniature Poodle. Following the telling of their stories is a breakdown of the preparation essentials used by the owners. It concludes with a week-by-week recommended schedule to follow in leading up to participation in the dog world’s most prestigious event.

The second part is titled “Traditions of the Show and the Basics of Succeeding.” This section breaks down into several mini-chapters with these titles:

	Judges’ Criteria: What Westminster Looks For in Structure

	The Kinetic Signature: Structure and Temperament in Motion

	Anatomy and Proportion: The Science Behind Beauty

	The Non-Negotiable Foundation: Purebred Status and Westminster Eligibility

	Common Misconceptions About Winning Westminster

	Foundations for Show Readiness

	The Foundation of a Champion: Early Socialization and Temperament Cultivation

	Vet Care and Preventive Health to Stay Ring-Ready

	Stacking Practice: The Introduction to Positioning

	Mental Preparation and Ring Routine Rehearsals

	Breed-Specific Standards and Categories

	Breed-Specific Requirements: Examples from the Sporting Group

	Conformation Styles Across Groups: Movement and Structure

	Gait Standards by Group: What Judges Expect

	Mastering the Fundamental Stance: A Guide to Breed-Specific Conformation

	Coat and Grooming Demands by Group

	Coat and Grooming Demands by Group

	Case Studies: Historical Group Winners and Trends

	Breed-Specific Insights and Case Studies

	Classic Westminster Winners: Profiles and Traits

	Pitfalls by Breed: Common Flaws in Specific Types

	Breed-Specific Stacking Techniques: Examples

	Temperament Management Across Breeds

	Handler Influence: When the Handler Makes a Difference

	Ethical Considerations: Responsible Breeding and Show Ethics

	Takeaways from Historical Winners

	Training Techniques for Conformation

	Teaching the Perfect Stack: Step-by-Step Method

	Alignment of Bite, Ears, and Tail for Show Posture

	Timing of Movement and Stop in the Ring

	Reducing Stress During Stacking: Breaks and Conditioning

	Drill Protocols: Practice It, Then Practice It Again

	The Power of Video Analysis in Precision Training

	Transferring Practice to Live Ring Conditions

	Desensitization to Lights, Crowds, and Noise

	Ring Etiquette: Professional Conduct in the Show

	Managing Distractions: External Stimuli in Ring

	Standard vs. Self-Training: Pros and Cons

	Ethical Handling Practices and Welfare

	Grooming Protocols for Westminster Standards

	Coat Conditioning: Texture, Shine, and Health

	In-Ring Finish: The Final Look

	Case Studies: Grooming Triumphs of Winners

	Hygiene, Skin Care, and Health

	Supplements, Hydration, and Safety

	Stress-Reduction Techniques for Grooming Sessions

	Managing Stress in Show Environments

	The Sanctuary of Stillness: Sensory Conditioning and Calm

	The Foundation of Championship Calm: Positive Reinforcement in the Show Ring

	Recovery Protocols: Sleep, Downtime, Hydration

	Case Studies in Temperament Management

	he Ethical Imperative: Prioritizing Well-being Over Winning

	The Ethical Exhibitor: Prioritizing Well-Being Over Titles

	Transparent Marketing and Disclosure

	Ethical Case Studies in Show World

	Westminster Rules, Eligibility, and Procedures

	Judging Process in the Ring: What Happens

	Entry Rules, Fees, and Qualification

	Veterinary Checks and Welfare Protocols

	Winners, Lessons, and Judging Trends

	Paths to Westminster: Training vs. Handling

	Decoding the Ring: Trends, Judges, and the Championship Look

	Step-by-Step Show Readiness Plan

	The Championship Roadmap: More Than a Weekend Event

	Resources, People, and Case Studies

	Reading Lists and Courses

	Notable Westminster Stories and Interviews

	Checklists and Templates

	Final Reflections: Realism, Dedication, Legacy

	The Ongoing Pursuit of Excellence


Good luck. I hope these pages help you achieve all your goals with your dog each February when the Westminster Dog Show rolls around.

Part I: Secrets of the Winners

When you think of America's greatest sporting traditions, the Super Bowl, the Kentucky Derby, and the World Series likely come to mind. But there's another competition that deserves a place in that pantheon—one that has been captivating audiences for over 150 years: the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show.

Held annually in New York City, Westminster is the second-longest continuously held sports event in the nation, predating even the invention of the zipper and the lightbulb. Since its inception in 1877, this legendary show has set the gold standard for canine excellence, attracting the finest purebred dogs and most dedicated handlers from around the world. It's not just a dog show—it's a celebration of breed standards, athleticism, temperament, and the unbreakable bond between handler and dog.

But what does it actually take to win at Westminster? The answer is far more complex than simply owning a beautiful dog. Preparing a champion for America's most prestigious dog show demands an extraordinary commitment of time, expertise, financial resources, and unwavering dedication. Industry experts estimate that preparing a dog for Westminster-level competition can cost upwards of $250,000 annually, with expenses spanning professional grooming, specialized training, veterinary care, nutrition, travel, and promotion.

The dogs that grace the Westminster ring have undergone countless hours of meticulous preparation. Their owners and handlers have invested years perfecting their craft, studying breed standards, and developing the strategies that separate champions from competitors.

In this article, we'll introduce you to some of Westminster's most legendary recent winners—from Wasabi, the groundbreaking Pekingese who shattered barriers in the Toy Group, to Monty, the historic Giant Schnauzer who made Westminster history in 2025. We'll explore the proven training methodologies, grooming techniques, nutritional strategies, and insider tips that these champions and their dedicated owners used to reach the pinnacle of the dog show world. Whether you're a seasoned competitor or a curious enthusiast, discover what it truly takes to become a Westminster champion.

Wasabi: Breaking Barriers in the Toy Group

When David Fitzpatrick stepped into the Westminster ring on June 13, 2021, with his three-year-old Pekingese, Wasabi, few could have predicted they were about to witness history. The black-masked red male moved with the grace and presence of a champion, and when the judge announced "Wasabi" as Best in Show, it marked a watershed moment for the Toy Group—a category that had long struggled to break through at Westminster's highest level.

Wasabi's victory was far more than a single triumph. It represented the culmination of decades of dedication by Fitzpatrick, who has built the legendary Pequest Pekingese breeding program into one of the most successful in the nation. Just nine years earlier, Fitzpatrick had achieved his first Westminster Best in Show victory with Malachy, Wasabi's grandfather. That earlier triumph had established the foundation of a championship bloodline, but Wasabi's win proved it was no fluke—it was the result of meticulous breeding, expert handling, and an unwavering commitment to breed excellence.

What made Wasabi's achievement particularly remarkable was that he became the first Toy dog ever to win the AKC National Championship, a feat that shattered long-standing perceptions about the competitive viability of smaller breeds at the sport's highest levels. For years, judges and competitors had viewed Toy breeds as charming but ultimately unable to compete with the larger, more imposing Working and Sporting Group dogs. Wasabi changed that narrative entirely.

Fitzpatrick's success with both Malachy and Wasabi—making him a two-time Best in Show winner—speaks to his mastery of breed standards, his eye for selecting exceptional specimens, and his skill as a handler. His ability to present these dogs in the ring, to understand what judges were seeking, and to prepare his champions for the intense pressure of Westminster's spotlight, set him apart as one of the sport's true masters.

Wasabi's victory opened doors for Toy breeds everywhere, proving that excellence knows no size limit.

Monty: The First Giant Schnauzer to Win Best in Show

On February 11, 2025, the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show witnessed another historic moment when a five-year-old Giant Schnauzer named Monty (officially GCHG Hearthmore's Wintergreen Mountain RI CGC TKN FITB) claimed the Best in Show title—a first for his entire breed. In a competition that has crowned champions since 1907, no Giant Schnauzer had ever reached the pinnacle of Westminster's hierarchy until Monty's commanding performance in the ring.

Monty's path to this unprecedented victory was paved with excellence. Already crowned the No. 1 all-breed dog in the country in 2024, Monty had proven his dominance by winning the prestigious AKC National Championship that same year. His resume speaks volumes: 65 Best in Show awards throughout his career, a record that places him among the elite competitors in modern dog show history. These accolades weren't accidents—they were the result of consistent, exceptional presentation and breeding quality that exemplifies the Giant Schnauzer standard.

The significance of Monty's breakthrough cannot be overstated. Giant Schnauzers, despite their impressive size, commanding presence, and distinctive appearance, had never managed to capture Westminster's top honor in the show's storied history. Monty's victory shatters that glass ceiling and opens new possibilities for the breed. It signals to breeders, handlers, and enthusiasts worldwide that Giant Schnauzers possess the qualities judges seek: movement, temperament, coat quality, and that indefinable presence that separates champions from competitors.

Monty's success also underscores the importance of proper nutrition and care in achieving championship status. As the 18th of the past 19 Westminster Best in Show winners to be fed Purina Pro Plan, Monty represents a growing consensus among top handlers and breeders about the role premium nutrition plays in maintaining the coat quality, health, and vitality necessary for sustained competitive excellence.

For Giant Schnauzer enthusiasts, Monty's triumph represents validation and inspiration—proof that their beloved breed can compete at the absolute highest levels of canine competition.

Sage: A Veteran Handler's Triumph

In the annals of Westminster history, few victories carry the emotional weight of Kaz Hosaka's 2024 Best in Show win with Sage, a Miniature Poodle whose elegant presentation and flawless movement captivated judges and spectators alike. For Hosaka, this triumph represented far more than another championship—it was the culmination of 45 years of unwavering dedication to the sport of dog showing, a career spanning nearly half a century of competition at Westminster.

What made this particular victory extraordinary was its timing. Hosaka had announced that the 2024 Westminster would be his final competition before retirement. After nearly five decades of preparing dogs, studying breed standards, perfecting the art of handling, and competing against the nation's finest, Hosaka had decided it was time to step away. Few could have scripted a more perfect finale than a Best in Show victory.

Sage's win is a testament to Hosaka's legendary expertise and the profound knowledge he has accumulated over his remarkable career. A handler of his caliber doesn't simply present a dog—he interprets the breed standard with the precision of a master craftsman, understands the subtle nuances of movement and stance that judges seek, and possesses an almost intuitive sense of how to showcase a dog's finest qualities while minimizing any perceived faults.

Hosaka's 45 years of experience meant he brought an unparalleled understanding of Westminster's unique demands to Sage's preparation. He knew which judges valued which qualities, how to time a dog's peak condition for the show, and how to manage the intense pressure of competition at the highest level. His expertise in grooming, conditioning, and ring strategy—honed through decades of trial, error, and triumph—proved invaluable in preparing Sage for the ultimate test.

For the dog show world, Hosaka's final victory serves as a reminder that experience, dedication, and passion never go out of style. His retirement marks the end of an era, but his legacy—and Sage's championship—will endure as a testament to what true mastery of the sport looks like.

Grooming Excellence: Preparation Tips from the Pros

Coat quality is perhaps the single most visible factor judges evaluate when assessing a Westminster champion. A dog's coat tells the story of its health, breeding, and the dedication of its handler—which is why professional groomers and handlers invest countless hours perfecting this crucial element. The difference between a good coat and a championship coat often comes down to meticulous grooming protocols executed with precision and consistency.

The Foundation: Regular Brushing and Coat Maintenance

The cornerstone of Westminster-level grooming begins long before show day. Professional handlers recommend establishing a rigorous brushing schedule weeks in advance, with frequency depending on the breed's coat type. For double-coated breeds like Giant Schnauzers and Pekingese, daily brushing is standard practice. This regular maintenance serves multiple purposes: it prevents mats and tangles that can damage coat integrity, distributes natural oils throughout the coat for a healthy shine, and allows handlers to identify and address any skin or coat issues early.

When brushing, professionals use specialized tools appropriate to each breed—slicker brushes for fine coats, undercoat rakes for dense double coats, and metal combs for detailed work. The technique matters as much as the tools: brushing should follow the direction of hair growth, and handlers should work methodically through the entire coat, section by section, rather than rushing through the process.

Strategic Grooming Protocols: The Weeks Before Westminster

Top competitors follow a carefully orchestrated grooming timeline in the weeks leading up to Westminster. Four weeks before the show, handlers typically schedule a thorough bath and conditioning treatment, allowing the coat to settle and regain its natural oils. Two weeks out, they perform detailed scissoring or stripping (depending on breed standards) to shape the coat and remove any dead hair that might dull the appearance.

During this period, mat prevention becomes critical. Handlers use leave-in conditioners and coat sprays between baths to maintain coat texture and prevent tangles. Some professionals employ specialized grooming wraps or protective styling for certain breeds to preserve coat quality during the final days before competition.

Show Day Grooming: The Final Touches

The hours immediately before entering the ring are when professional expertise truly shines. Master groomers perform final touch-ups: light brushing to fluff the coat, strategic trimming of any stray hairs, and application of finishing products that enhance shine without appearing artificial. For many breeds, this includes careful attention to presentation areas—ears, paws, and facial features that judges scrutinize closely.

Professional Partnerships: The Master Groomer Advantage

The most successful Westminster competitors work with dedicated master groomers who understand their specific dog's coat characteristics and breed standards intimately. These partnerships often span years, allowing groomers to develop expertise in bringing out each individual dog's best qualities. Professional groomers stay current with breed standard interpretations and judge preferences, adjusting their techniques accordingly.

For handlers preparing dogs for Westminster, investing in professional grooming expertise—whether through partnerships with established groomers or educational courses—can make the difference between a competitive entry and a championship contender. The coat is your dog's calling card in the ring, and excellence in grooming is non-negotiable at Westminster's level.

Training and Conditioning for the Show Ring

While grooming creates the visual presentation, training builds the foundation for championship performance. Westminster champions are not born—they are meticulously trained through systematic conditioning that develops both physical capability and mental resilience. The training process begins months before the show and encompasses multiple specialized disciplines that work in concert to create a polished competitor.

Stacking: The Foundation of Presentation

Stacking is the fundamental skill that separates show dogs from pets. This technique teaches dogs to stand in the precise pose that best showcases their breed's ideal conformation. A properly stacked dog presents the judge with an unobstructed view of the dog's structure, movement potential, and breed characteristics. Handlers begin stacking training early, using positive reinforcement to reward dogs for holding the correct position. The process involves gently positioning each leg, adjusting the dog's head carriage, and teaching the dog to maintain this stance while remaining calm and alert. Professional handlers practice stacking daily, gradually increasing duration and introducing distractions until the dog can hold position flawlessly in any environment.

Gaiting: Movement with Purpose

Gaiting—moving the dog on lead at various speeds—reveals a dog's movement quality, balance, and athletic capability. Handlers train dogs to move with a consistent, efficient stride that demonstrates proper angulation and coordination. This requires conditioning the dog's muscles and teaching it to move naturally while on lead, without pulling or lagging. Handlers practice gaiting patterns used at Westminster, including straight lines and triangles, adjusting their own pace and positioning to allow judges an optimal view. Conditioning for gaiting includes regular exercise to build muscle tone and cardiovascular fitness, ensuring dogs can maintain peak movement quality throughout the competition.

Stance Work and Posture Training

Beyond stacking, handlers develop muscle memory through repetitive stance work. Dogs learn to shift their weight appropriately, engage their core muscles, and maintain proper posture under pressure. This conditioning is particularly important for breeds requiring specific angulation or carriage. Handlers use targeted exercises—walking over poles, practicing on varied terrain, and working on inclines—to strengthen the muscles that support correct breed presentation.

Temperament Development and Ring Awareness

Perhaps most critically, Westminster champions must develop unflappable temperament. Handlers expose dogs to the sensory intensity of dog shows through systematic socialization: crowds, loud noises, unfamiliar judges, and the stress of competition. Dogs are conditioned to remain calm and focused despite these distractions, viewing the ring as a positive experience rather than a source of anxiety. This mental preparation involves regular exposure to show environments, practice with different judges, and building confidence through consistent positive reinforcement. The goal is creating a dog that performs at its peak under pressure, maintaining composure and focus when it matters most.

Nutrition and Health: Foundation for Champions

While training and grooming capture the spotlight, the nutritional foundation underlying a Westminster champion's success often operates quietly behind the scenes. Yet elite handlers and breeders recognize that premium nutrition is absolutely fundamental to achieving and maintaining the coat quality, health, and vitality that judges seek. The connection between what a dog eats and how it performs in the ring is direct and undeniable.

The evidence speaks clearly: 18 of the last 19 Westminster Best in Show winners were fed Purina Pro Plan, a testament to the critical role premium nutrition plays at the sport's highest levels. This consistency reflects a broader consensus among top competitors that superior nutrition directly translates to superior results. A championship-quality diet supports the lustrous coat sheen, healthy skin, and overall radiance that distinguish winners from competitors. The proteins, fats, and micronutrients in premium formulations nourish the hair follicles, enhance coat texture, and promote the vibrant appearance judges evaluate.

Beyond aesthetics, proper nutrition maintains the energy levels and stamina essential during competition season. Westminster preparation is physically demanding, requiring dogs to sustain peak conditioning while managing the stress of training, travel, and competition. A well-formulated diet provides the sustained energy necessary for dogs to perform at their best when it matters most, preventing fatigue that could compromise movement quality or ring presence.

Top handlers employ sophisticated supplement protocols tailored to individual dogs' needs. Omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids support coat health and skin condition. Biotin, zinc, and other micronutrients strengthen hair structure. Joint supplements like glucosamine support the mobility and movement quality essential for gaiting excellence. These targeted supplements work synergistically with premium base nutrition to optimize every aspect of a dog's physical presentation.

Equally important is the partnership between handlers and veterinary professionals. Regular health screenings, bloodwork, and monitoring ensure dogs remain in peak condition throughout preparation. Veterinarians help identify nutritional deficiencies, manage any health concerns, and optimize each dog's individual nutritional protocol. This collaborative approach ensures that nutrition supports not just appearance, but genuine health and wellness.

The champions who stand in Westminster's ring are the products of meticulous attention to every detail—and nutrition is among the most consequential. Excellence in the show ring begins with excellence in the bowl.

The Investment: What It Takes to Go to Westminster

The path to Westminster's winner's circle demands far more than dedication and skill—it requires substantial financial resources. For serious competitors aiming for Best in Show, annual preparation costs can easily reach $250,000 or beyond, a figure that reflects the professional standards and specialized expertise required at the sport's highest levels.

Breaking Down the Expenses

Professional grooming represents one of the largest line items in a Westminster competitor's budget. Master groomers command premium fees—often $500 to $1,500 per grooming session—and championship-level dogs require grooming every two to three weeks throughout the year. Over twelve months, grooming alone can consume $15,000 to $30,000 of a competitor's budget.

Specialized training programs add another significant expense. Professional handlers charge substantial fees for their expertise, typically ranging from $2,000 to $5,000 monthly for dogs in active competition. These fees cover daily training, ring preparation, conditioning work, and the handler's accumulated knowledge developed over decades of competition.

Veterinary services and health screening form another critical expense category. Regular bloodwork, health evaluations, genetic testing, and preventive care ensure dogs remain in peak condition. Specialized veterinary services can cost $3,000 to $8,000 annually, with additional expenses for any health concerns that arise.

Premium nutrition and targeted supplements add $1,500 to $3,000 yearly, while travel and accommodation for Westminster itself—flights, hotels, and ground transportation to New York—typically cost $5,000 to $10,000 per show. Entry fees and promotional expenses round out the budget.

Why Costs Are So High

These substantial expenses reflect the competitive intensity and professional standards Westminster demands. Expert handlers with 45 years of experience like Kaz Hosaka command premium fees because their expertise directly translates to championship results. Master groomers who understand breed standards intimately and can transform a dog's presentation invest years developing their craft. Specialized training facilities maintain high overhead costs to provide the controlled environments necessary for systematic conditioning.

This investment represents a commitment that only serious competitors can sustain. It separates casual dog show enthusiasts from the elite professionals who compete at Westminster's level, ensuring that only the most dedicated—and well-resourced—competitors can realistically pursue the sport's highest honors.

Pro Handler Insights: Ring Strategy and Expert Tips

Professional handlers who have spent decades competing at Westminster's highest levels possess a wealth of practical knowledge that separates champions from competitors. Their insights into ring strategy, breed interpretation, and competitive psychology offer invaluable guidance for handlers at all levels seeking to improve their performance.

Positioning and Presentation Technique

Expert handlers emphasize that positioning in the ring is never accidental—every movement serves a purpose. Handlers position themselves strategically to frame their dog optimally, ensuring judges have an unobstructed view of the dog's best angles while minimizing any perceived faults. This requires understanding your specific dog's strengths and weaknesses intimately. A handler might position themselves slightly forward to showcase a dog's front angulation, or adjust their stance to present the dog's profile most advantageously. The goal is creating a visual presentation that allows the judge to see exactly what makes your dog special.

Breed Standard Mastery

Top handlers possess encyclopedic knowledge of their breed's standard—not just the written description, but the judge's interpretation of it. They study past Westminster winners in their breed, understanding what judges have historically valued. This knowledge informs every decision: how to stack the dog, the pace at which to gait, even the angle at which to present the dog's head. Handlers who truly understand breed standards can anticipate what judges seek and position their dogs accordingly.

Ring Etiquette and Professional Conduct

Professional handlers maintain composure regardless of circumstances. They understand that judges are evaluating not just the dog, but the handler's professionalism and presentation. This means maintaining appropriate distance from other competitors, following judge instructions precisely, and never allowing frustration or disappointment to show. Handlers who conduct themselves with quiet confidence and respect for the process earn judges' respect in return.

Reading Judges and Adapting Strategy

Experienced handlers develop an almost intuitive ability to read judges during competition. They observe which aspects of the dog the judge examines most closely, noting whether the judge focuses on movement, structure, or coat quality. This real-time feedback allows handlers to adjust their presentation subtly—perhaps emphasizing movement if the judge seems particularly interested in gait, or positioning the dog to highlight coat quality if that appears to be the judge's priority.

Managing Pressure and Mental Resilience

Perhaps most importantly, professional handlers cultivate mental resilience. Westminster competition is intensely stressful, and handlers must maintain focus and confidence despite the pressure. Experienced competitors develop pre-ring routines that calm both themselves and their dogs, visualize successful presentations, and maintain perspective—understanding that a single show, however prestigious, doesn't define their worth or their dog's quality. This psychological foundation allows handlers to perform at their peak when it matters most.

The Championship Timeline: 4-Week Pre-Westminster Preparation

The final month before Westminster is when preparation intensifies into a carefully orchestrated sequence designed to bring your dog to peak condition at precisely the right moment. This week-by-week timeline provides a practical roadmap that handlers can follow to ensure nothing is overlooked.

Week 4: Foundation and Assessment (4 Weeks Before)

Health and Veterinary:

	Schedule comprehensive veterinary examination and bloodwork

	Discuss any health concerns or conditioning adjustments needed

	Review vaccination status and ensure all requirements are current

	Assess current weight and body condition; adjust nutrition if necessary


Training Focus:

	Intensify stacking practice to 20-30 minutes daily

	Increase gaiting sessions to multiple short sessions throughout the day

	Practice ring patterns specific to Westminster's layout

	Begin introducing mock judges or training partners for practice evaluations


Grooming Preparation:

	Schedule professional grooming appointment for Week 3

	Assess current coat condition and identify any problem areas

	Begin daily brushing routine if not already established

	Evaluate grooming supplies and order any needed items


Administrative:

	Confirm Westminster entry and all paperwork

	Arrange travel accommodations and transportation

	Plan show day logistics including arrival times and ring assignments


Week 3: Intensive Conditioning (3 Weeks Before)

Grooming:

	Professional bath and full conditioning treatment

	Allow coat to settle for 3-4 days post-grooming

	Resume daily brushing to maintain coat quality

	Begin leave-in conditioner application between baths


Training:

	Maintain daily stacking practice with increased duration

	Gaiting sessions should emphasize consistency and movement quality

	Practice with multiple handlers if possible to ensure adaptability

	Conduct mock ring evaluations with different judges


Nutrition and Supplements:

	Review supplement protocol with veterinarian

	Ensure premium nutrition is optimized for coat and energy

	Maintain consistent feeding schedule

	Monitor hydration and overall condition


Rest and Recovery:

	Ensure adequate sleep and recovery time between training sessions

	Avoid excessive exercise that could cause injury

	Monitor for signs of stress or fatigue


Week 2: Refinement and Polish (2 Weeks Before)

Grooming:

	Detailed scissoring or stripping if breed standard requires

	Implement mat prevention protocols with protective wraps if needed

	Light touch-ups only; avoid major grooming changes

	Focus on presentation areas: ears, paws, facial features


Training:

	Reduce training intensity slightly; focus on quality over quantity

	Conduct multiple mock ring practices with different judges

	Practice ring entrance, stacking, gaiting, and exit sequences

	Emphasize mental preparation and confidence building


Rest and Recovery:

	Increase rest days to allow peak condition development

	Maintain light exercise for muscle tone without fatigue

	Minimize stress and environmental changes

	Ensure consistent, calm routine


Show Preparation:

	Confirm all travel arrangements and accommodations

	Prepare show day supplies and equipment

	Review judge assignments and breed standard interpretations

	Plan outfit and presentation details


Week 1: Final Preparation (Final Week)

Grooming:

	Light brushing only; avoid major grooming work

	Final touch-ups 24 hours before show

	Apply finishing products for coat shine

	Ensure nails are properly trimmed and paws are clean


Training:

	Minimal training; focus on maintaining confidence

	Brief, positive practice sessions only

	Practice ring routine one final time

	Avoid introducing new exercises or corrections


Mental Preparation:

	Develop pre-ring routine that calms both handler and dog

	Visualize successful ring performance

	Review breed standard and judge expectations

	Maintain perspective and positive mindset


Show Day Logistics:

	Confirm arrival time and ring assignment

	Pack all necessary supplies and equipment

	Plan transportation and parking

	Ensure adequate rest the night before competition


This timeline ensures that your dog arrives at Westminster in peak physical and mental condition, with every detail of preparation carefully orchestrated for maximum impact in the ring.

The Road to Westminster: Dedication, Passion, and Excellence

When Wasabi stepped into the Westminster ring and made history as the first Toy dog to claim Best in Show, when Monty shattered the glass ceiling for Giant Schnauzers, and when Sage gave Kaz Hosaka the perfect finale to his legendary 45-year career, each victory told the same profound story: excellence is not accidental. It is the product of unwavering dedication, strategic vision, and an almost sacred partnership between handler and dog.

The champions who have graced Westminster's ring share remarkable common threads that transcend breed, size, and individual circumstance. Each embodies an absolute commitment to breed standards—not as arbitrary rules, but as blueprints for canine perfection refined over generations. David Fitzpatrick's Pequest Pekingese program, Monty's Giant Schnauzer excellence, and Sage's Miniature Poodle presentation all reflect handlers who have studied their breed standards with scholarly intensity, understanding not just the written words but the spirit and intention behind them.

Yet dedication to standards alone is insufficient. The champions of Westminster are driven by a passion for the sport that sustains them through years of preparation, countless hours of training, and the inevitable disappointments that accompany competition at the highest levels. This passion transforms the work from obligation into calling—it is what allows handlers to invest $250,000 annually, to wake before dawn for training sessions, to perfect grooming techniques that most will never fully appreciate. Passion is the fuel that keeps competitors returning to Westminster year after year, pursuing excellence with renewed determination.

Strategic planning and meticulous attention to detail separate champions from competitors. Every decision—from nutritional protocols to grooming timelines to ring positioning—is made with intentional purpose. Nothing is left to chance. This systematic approach, combined with the flexibility to adapt and refine based on real-time feedback, creates the conditions where excellence can flourish.

But perhaps most importantly, Westminster champions embody a profound partnership with their dogs. The bond between handler and dog transcends the transactional; it is built on trust, mutual respect, and genuine affection. A dog that trusts its handler completely will perform at its peak under pressure. A handler who loves their dog will invest the meticulous care necessary for championship success. This partnership is the invisible foundation upon which all visible achievement rests.

As dog shows continue to expand and evolve, champions like Wasabi, Monty, and Sage represent the sport at its finest—a beautiful synthesis of tradition and innovation, of respect for breed heritage and pursuit of modern excellence. For those inspired to pursue the pinnacle of the Westminster Dog Show, the path is clear: commit fully to your breed, embrace the passion that drives excellence, plan strategically, nurture the bond with your dog, and never stop refining your craft. The road to Westminster is demanding, but for those who travel it with dedication and heart, the rewards—both in the ring and in the profound connection with your dog—are immeasurable.

Part II: Traditions of the Show and the Basics of Succeeding

​​The Westminster Dog Show stands as the pinnacle of conformation competitions, attracting world-class judges, handlers, and canine enthusiasts. For the discerning judge, the ring is a stage where structural integrity and historical purpose must merge into a single, fluid motion. Victory here demands more than a polished coat or a practiced stance; it requires a canine that moves with the efficiency of its ancestors while embodying the precise metrics of its breed standard. 

As we examine the mechanics of this pursuit, we see that every angle of the shoulder, every step of the gait, and every expression of temperament serves as a data point confirming whether the animal truly represents its lineage. This section unpacks the specific criteria that separate the contenders from the champions, detailing how judges evaluate the delicate balance between aesthetic perfection and functional soundness. By understanding the weight of these standards, handlers can better prepare their canines to meet the rigorous expectations of the highest court in canine conformation.

The Westminster Legacy: A Century of Conformation Excellence

The following account brings that pivotal moment into focus. The roar of a crowd and the hushed anticipation of experts once filled the air of Gilmore’s Garden in New York City’s Madison Square Park. On May 8, 1877, the first “Annual New York Bench Show of Dogs” opened its doors, marking a singular moment in canine history. Approximately 1,200 canines from a few dozen distinct breeds gathered there, presented under the auspices of the newly formed Westminster Kennel Club. This was no mere novelty act. It was a monumental gathering that established a precedent for how dogs would be displayed and evaluated for generations to come. The venue itself, with its layout, served as the forerunner to the modern stadium-style rings that define the event today, creating a stage where the finest examples of purebred dogs could stand together.

Building on the foundations laid in 1877, the show has grown far beyond its crowded roots. It has evolved into the global benchmark for canine conformation. This enduring legacy rests on a century of consistent judging criteria that prioritize stability, balance, and the precise evaluation of canine structure and movement. 

Over the decades, while the core values remained, the criteria have subtly shifted to emphasize living ability and natural movement. Unlike modern competitions that may focus solely on speed or specific tricks, the traditional format demands a holistic view of the animal. Judges are tasked with assessing whether a dog perfectly embodies the written breed standard for its specific type. This strict adherence ensures that the Championship Winner is not just a beautiful specimen, but one that represents the ideal genetics and temperament of its lineage.

As the championship’s reputation expanded, the role of the handler in showcasing the breed’s ideals also became central. At the core of this excellence is the recognition that winning requires more than just technical skill in the ring. Handlers must possess the ability to present the dog as the living embodiment of the breed ideal. This presentation is an art form that combines grooming, handling, and a deep understanding of the breed’s history and purpose. True championship preparation extends far beyond the competition itself, rooted in the daily conditioning and care that build the foundation for peak performance. From puppyhood onward, dogs must undergo rigorous conditioning, proper nutrition, and consistent socialization to ensure they are physically and mentally ready for the demands of the show ring.

This partnership ultimately culminates in the crowning of a champion, whose victory embodies the shared commitment of breeders and handlers alike. Ultimately, a victory at Westminster serves as a profound honor, celebrating not only the individual merit of the champion but also the generations of breeders who developed the breed. 

The winner is a testament to the collective effort of enthusiasts who have worked tirelessly to preserve and improve their animals. As a result, the Westminster Dog Show remains the most prestigious title in the world, where the best of the best gather to prove that they have truly achieved perfection in the eyes of the breed standard. The journey from the crowded benches of Gilmore’s Garden in 1877 to the global spotlight today highlights the unchanging commitment to excellence that defines the event.

Judges’ Criteria: What Westminster Looks For in Structure

The Westminster Dog Show is the most prestigious conformation event worldwide, drawing top judges, handlers, and the global canine community. Stepping into the ring at Westminster reveals a stark truth: the spectacle is merely the wrapper for a rigorous scientific evaluation. While the grooming and the handler’s poise draw the eye, the true contest is decided in the silence of the judge’s scrutiny, where structure is dissected with a forensic precision. 

A strong structural foundation is the prerequisite upon which presentation, movement, and grooming build; without it, no amount of polish can secure a win. The evaluation process demands that handlers present the complete canine, effectively translating physical perfection into a winning ring performance that meets the judge’s exacting criteria. As one veteran observer noted, “Succeeding in a Conformation show goes much beyond a canine’s structure,” yet the animal must still possess that essential structural bedrock to be considered fit for the high standards of the sport.

The Kinetic Chain: Balance, Angulation, and Gait Efficiency

The mechanics of a successful gait are a study in balance, demanding efficient movement while maintaining absolute composure. This fluidity depends on correct angulation of the shoulders and hindquarters, the essential foundation for effective ground-covering movement and athletic capability. A structurally sound body supports the front shoulder assembly and neck length, allowing them to perform optimally.

When the shoulder assembly or neck length is flawed, the dog’s potential is immediately compromised, even if other aspects are well executed. One source highlights that “ONE OF THE BIGGEST DECIDING FACTORS FOR A SHOW DOG AND PRESENTATION IS THE FRONT SHOULDER ASSEMBLY AND THE NECK LENGTH.”

The topline acts as the connective tissue between power and speed, requiring it to remain steady and strong throughout the gait cycle. This stability reflects the dog’s core engagement and muscular control, signaling to the judge that the animal is physically sound. Furthermore, specific joint angles act as critical indicators of breed-specific function. The stifle and hock angles must align perfectly to showcase the dog’s true athletic potential; deviations here suggest structural unsoundness that could lead to injury, disqualifying the specimen from the breeding pool.

Visual Profile and Temperamental Synergy

While movement is the engine of the dog’s presentation, the visual profile completes the picture. Coat texture and color must strictly follow the specific breed standard, acting as the final layer of the ideal specimen. However, these cosmetic elements are secondary to the dog’s head carriage and demeanor. Head carriage should be held with alertness and distinct breed character, immediately signaling the dog’s temperament and focus to the judge. This alert posture is not just about looking good; it is a demonstration of the dog’s mental sharpness and readiness.

The synergy between handler and dog culminates in a confident, natural stance. This projection of readiness and poise demonstrates that the handler’s preparation aligns perfectly with the dog’s training. Ultimately, the winners of such prestigious events are fundamentally “Good Dogs.” While a dog may or may not be the “Best Dog there” depending on the subjective nature of the judge, their inherent soundness and ability to embody the breed standard through structure and movement remain the deciding factors. Mastery of these criteria allows handlers to present a complete package, where structural perfection is the invisible hand guiding every step and every glance.

​The Unwritten Law of the Ring: Mastering Breed Standards

If you believe the winner is chosen by who grooms their dog best or whose leash is the most stylish, you are looking at the wrong part of the ring. At the heart of every successful competition at Westminster lies a document far more critical than pedigree papers or training manuals: the breed standard. These authoritative blueprints, meticulously written by the American Kennel Club (AKC), serve as the definitive legal and aesthetic definitions for every recognized breed. For the handler, judge, and breeder, these texts are not merely suggestions but the absolute law of the ring, establishing a level playing field where only the most representative dogs are deemed worthy of a championship title.

The power of the breed standard extends far beyond simple physical descriptions; it acts as the final arbiter in the ring. Judges utilize these documents as the definitive guide, meaning that even minor deviations from the written text can result in immediate disqualification. This strict adherence ensures that a dog with a flawless coat or impressive pedigree cannot earn a title if it fails to embody the specific characteristics outlined for its breed. In this high-stakes environment, the written standard is the only metric that matters, overriding all other potential merits.

While physical structure is paramount, the official standard also holds temperament to the same level of importance. A dog that is nervous, aggressive, or lacks confidence cannot properly exhibit the gait and pose required for conformation; a fearful dog in the ring fails to demonstrate the confidence and composure needed for major titles. Thus, a standard-compliant dog must be both physically perfect and mentally sound.

To understand why a standard mandates a specific jaw angle, coat texture, or tail set, one must look to the historical context behind each document. Many required features are direct reflections of the breed’s original working abilities, established centuries ago before these animals transitioned from working partners to companion animals. 

For instance, the robust build of a Working Group dog is a relic of its history protecting property, while the keen nose of a Scenthound is a nod to its tracking heritage. Ignoring this history leads to a misinterpretation of the standard, as modern aesthetics alone do not capture the essence of the breed. Moreover, a dog’s temperament, honed by its historical duties, directly supports its ability to present itself with the required confidence and posture in the ring.

At AKC shows, these standards govern all competitors, who are organized into seven distinct groups: Hound, Working, Sporting, Terrier, Toy, Non-Sporting, and Herding. While a veterinarian or knowledgeable judge might group breeds by these categories, the specific standard for each individual breed remains the ultimate authority. Consequently, a handler’s primary objective is not simply to make their dog look good, but to master these historical and physical criteria to strategically highlight the dog’s strengths.

Success at Westminster requires the handler to
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