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 Eldon Clawson raises red and black Wagyu cattle near Rexburg, Idaho.  He was raised on a cattle 

ranch in New Mexico but has lived in eastern Idaho for about 30 years.  For most of his life he has been 

raising cattle and learning about them, and for the past 25 years has made his living selling cattle genetics. 

 He is an artist as well as a cattle breeder (drawing, painting, sculpting) and went to a university on 

a full art scholarship.  At the beginning of his 4
th

 year in college he learned about embryo work being done 

in cattle and was so interested in this aspect of reproduction that he changed his major, completed a degree 

in Pre-Vet and earned a masters degree in Reproductive Physiology. 

 He competed in livestock evaluation in high school and college.  “Even though I won every 

livestock evaluation competition I entered, I really did not learn much truth about correct structure and 

function, but I did have a keen, well-trained eye, developed through my years of art work,” says Clawson. 

 He later worked for the largest AI company in the world for 18 years and was trained to evaluate 

dairy and beef cattle.  “By evaluating and linear scoring of about 30,000 head of cattle, I reached a level of 

knowledge and proficiency that could not have been equaled even if I had judged 20 cattle shows a year for 

20 years!  I also artificially inseminated more than 50,000 head, evaluating about 1/3 of them unofficially.”  

 Clawson showed cattle for about 14 years at state fairs in Montana, Utah, Idaho and Arizona.  He 

had champions, grand champions and supreme champions, but finally quit showing 16 years ago because 

he no longer felt good about exhibiting what he felt were poor cattle, just to win a show.  Recently he has 

again begun to show a few animals, to represent what he believes are useful and functional traits.   

“Seedstock producers need to learn to NOT pay much attention to show ring results, and not let 

their breeding decisions be controlled or even influenced by the show ring,” he says.  The “ideal” cattle 

selected by cattle judges are continually changing—from extremely large to ridiculously small, then 

extremely tall, then heading back to small.  The practice of “fitting” cattle is aimed at hiding faults and 

creating illusions. 

“The show ring is often a detriment to breeding structurally sound, functional cattle.  Even though 

I have serious reservations about showing, I strongly believe in the value of accurate visual appraisal and 

careful evaluation of cattle,” says Clawson. 

 “The longer I study and evaluate cattle, the more I understand, and the more I notice.  The 

evaluation work and data collected while visiting hundreds of cattle operations and learning to accurately 

see through the hair, hide and muscle to the skeletal structure has helped me recognize a clear pattern of 

what is most functional,” he says.  Clawson is able to evaluate not only the overall animal, but also able to 

quantify each component of that animal. 

 “Superior cattle (and high performing cattle) have certain characteristics regardless of breed.  

These include strength, capacity, strong sexual character and correct feet and legs.  Some traits vary by 

breed and these include degree of muscling and stature.  After breeding cattle for more than 40 years, I 

have developed an order of priority for traits that I know to be important.  One trait that is under-

appreciated and too often under-valued—yet absolutely essential for sustainable reproduction in 

challenging conditions—is strength,” he says. 

 “Often we can learn a lot about the correct form of a trait by looking at wild cattle and what nature 

selected for that trait.  The extinct Auroch and other wild „cattle‟ of today share certain characteristics; they 

are large, powerfully built and self-sufficient.  Strength is essential to survival and reproduction in harsh 

conditions.  If you want cattle that can perform at higher levels and not need special treatment, you need to 

select and breed for strength,” says Clawson. 

 “Over time, man has bred most of the strength out of most cattle and nearly all the strength out of 

some cattle.  However, there are cattle with higher levels of strength than most, and these stronger cattle 

can be used to improve weaker cattle.  It is fortunate that the Wagyu breed—as developed in Japan—was 

carefully and intelligently selected for function, and form followed function.  Wagyu are the only beef 



breed I am aware of where man‟s selection has not made the breed less sound.  Most Wagyu cows would 

greatly benefit from an increase in milking ability, but they have strength of structure.  The strength to 

allow increased performance (more milk) must be maintained,” he says. 

 “The strength and refinement of Wagyu bone combined with the strength and flexibility of joints 

(allowed by higher quality tendons and ligaments) is absolutely amazing.  Don‟t ever feel like you need to 

apologize for (or excuse) the differences in bone found in Wagyu compared to the bone found in other 

breeds.  Compared to Wagyu, the bone in other beef breeds is generally weaker, coarse, rougher, excessive 

and less efficient,” explains Clawson. 

 Some people have noticed that some Wagyu cattle have a noticeable hump along the backbone, 

behind the shoulders. “This is not actually a Wagyu trait, nor does it appear just in any certain strain of 

Wagyu.  This is a primitive skeletal structure that is not present in most cattle because over the process of 

selective breeding over time, people have bred it out of most domestic cattle,” he says. 

 “I am confident that in the ancient wild cattle—the ones that all our domestic cattle came from—it 

would have existed in all of them.  The ancient Auroch (predecessor of our domestic breeds that was 

hunted to extinction about the time recorded history started) had it.  You can tell it very easily from their 

skeletons.  Bison have it, Gaur cattle have it (the wild cattle in the tropics) and it is even more pronounced 

in the Gaur than it is in bison.  This is a feature in cattle that I think developed in cattle through evolution 

and natural selection as a source of power and strength,” says Clawson. 

 “This hump is just an elongation of the vertebral processes of the spine in that region.  All the 

tendons and ligaments tie into those, for strength and support.  People who don‟t understand structure and 

function have changed cattle a lot from how nature designed them.”   We have changed them greatly, in the 

past 3000 years or more. 

 “I think the reason that this hump persists in some of the Japanese cattle (and they don‟t all have 

it) is that many of them haven‟t been tampered with as much, genetically, as other domestic cattle.  There 

are some Wagyu that seem to have it, depending on how much outside influence people used in breeding 

them,” he explains. 

 “When the Japanese began to bring in outside breeds to combine with their cattle, this changed 

them a little.  The breeders naively supposed that they were improving their cattle because the others were a 

little bigger than theirs.  The original cattle in Japan were probably very similar to today‟s Mishima cattle.  

They were quite small, but the Japanese used them to haul loads, plow, pull wagons and carts, and carry 

things—as a draft animal.  They were very intelligent, and also very agile, and strong for their size.”   

Then in the late 1800‟s the Japanese brought in other breeds.  “Japanese breeders assumed that 

bigger cattle would be better.  Historically, very few cattle were eaten as beef by people in Japan.  Even in 

Europe in earlier times, most cattle were not eaten until they got too old to work.”  They were only 

butchered when they could no longer be used as draft animals. 

“This whole idea of fattening up young animals and eating them has never been a world-wide 

practice.  In Japan it was tabu to eat cattle, for a long time.  It was against their religion; it was forbidden by 

the emperor,” says Clawson. 

“The Japanese are perfectionists, and even though they are superstitious they are ruthless in their 

selection process and what they will accept.  I think they created an incredibly wonderful animal and I find 

the Wagyu cattle probably the least changed from how nature designed them, than almost any breed,” he 

says. 

“A mistake made in Europe, by people not understanding (perhaps in an attempt to make cattle 

stronger), bred a lot of excess rough, coarse bone into them.  It didn‟t make them stronger,” Clawson says.  

Like in a horse, dense “flat” clean bone is stronger than large, round coarse bone. 

“The dairy people are almost the only cattle breeders who understand bone strength and they 

understand it very well.  Those cattle have to survive very unnatural conditions.  From the day they are 

born until the day they die, the dairy industry is trying to kill them by working them to death in a terrible 

environment.  It is a miracle, and a testament to their strength, that they can handle it and last as long as 



they do.  I evaluated dairy cattle for American Breeder Service for about 20 years.  I evaluated cattle for 

their genetic mating program and some for sire selection.  Dairy people who really understand structure and 

conformation know how important the right kind of bone is.  They don‟t want those cows breaking down 

too soon,” he says. 

“The Japanese breeders said that the more they used other breeds, the clumsier and stupider their 

cattle became.  In my opinion, the Japanese cattle that we can see this „prehistoric‟ hump on, are among the 

better ones I‟ve seen because they are more structurally sound,” Clawson says. 

“That particular trait is not specifically limited to Wagyu, but some breeds have totally eliminated 

it.  Some have nearly ruined their cattle by breeding the strength out of them.  They are weak behind the 

shoulders and are very tight where they need to have volume and strength.  This problem has accelerated 

and gotten worse in recent decades as everyone is chasing after marbling EPDs.”  Many beef cattle are not 

very athletic or structurally sound and tend to break down at a young age. 

“When you watch Wagyu cattle move and look at their structure, they are as different from typical 

domestic cattle as a high quality gaited horse (or old-style athletic Arabian or any hot-blooded horse that 

seems to float across the ground in graceful, fluid movement) from a draft horse or heavy-muscled horse 

with a jarring ride.  I think many cattle have been made less useful than they once were, by people breeding 

for traits that made no sense and had no function,” says Clawson. 

“Wagyu cattle were created by letting form follow function.  They were bred for strength and 

that‟s the way they were made.  If they didn‟t work, people didn‟t keep them.  If they didn‟t work well, 

people selected for ones that worked better.  Thus Wagyu are very sound and very athletic.  They have 

more strength in their back, for their size, than any breed.”  They also have a tremendously strong front 

end. 

“Many Wagyu breeders in this country don‟t appreciate these animals as much as they should 

because they do not really understand all the ways Wagyu are superior to most other cattle.  Many breeders 

who have Wagyu have never owned any other cattle.  They have no experience with other breeds that 

would help them appreciated Wagyu cattle,” he says.   They have no basis to judge from; most of them are 

just learning about raising and breeding cattle. 

“We do have some challenges with this breed, and one is that they are so rare and increasing in 

value so fast that there is very little selection going on.  People keep every animal as seedstock even if it‟s 

not good enough to improve the breed.  Most people can‟t tell a good one from a poor one because they 

don‟t know anything about structure or functionality.  They have nothing to compare to so they think they 

are all good,” he says. 

“Fortunately some of the early breeders did some good with their breeding programs, but in 

general my feeling is that the Wagyu cows were a little bit better when the first ones came here than they 

are right now—mainly because of no selection pressure and too few being culled.”  Many breeders today 

simply consider every animal worthy of breeding. 

“In Japan the selection is tightly controlled and the cattle have to meet certain performance criteria 

or they are not even candidates for upper levels of registry.  Before a bull is allowed to be widely used as an 

AI sire or a cow is registered in the highest level, they must been certain criteria,” explains Clawson. 

“We don‟t have that program and system here, and frankly I am glad we don‟t.  But since we 

don‟t, our overall progress will be less, and our overall quality will not be the same,” he says.  Thus the 

challenge is to educate breeders. 

“I spend a lot of my time just trying to help people reason through their decisions and be aware of 

some things they were not, and understand the unique qualities of Wagyu better.  Structure and 

functionality are important,” he says. 

 “The main message I want to send out is that when you recognize that something about an animal 

is a little different from what you are used to seeing, don‟t just assume there is something wrong.  

Sometimes, what grandpa said wasn‟t right.  And right now, cattle judging in the show industry is out of 

line with what we should be breeding.” 



 Showing has hurt many cattle breeds (and horse breeds) because judges and breeders look for 

certain traits and ignore others and get hung up on this or that.  “People want quick and simple answers and 

they want to pick one thing and focus only on that.  Perhaps the best we can do is try to eliminate faults and 

hope to move forward a little in a pre-planned, sensible direction,” says Clawson.  And sometimes you 

need a bit of luck and be able to recognize “nicks” in which the offspring turn out better than what you 

started with. 

 Most of the Wagyu cattle that were brought to the U.S. were purchased with the intention of 

creating half-bloods.  “The initial thinking was to bring them here because it was cheaper to feed and raise 

them here, and to use fullblood Wagyu semen on American cattle to create half-bloods to fatten up and sell 

back to Japan.  The kind of cattle that were initially selected to bring here were the ones that the importers 

thought would complement or be safest to use with the cattle here.  They were essentially looking for 

animals that they could use on dairy breeds or Angus and make a good half-blood.” 

 “I wish the goal had been to raise functional, useful fullblood cattle, more like they have in Japan.  

But unfortunately we didn‟t get very many from the most prevalent strain in Japan, with most of the earlier 

importations.  Also unfortunately, some of the cows that were more functional and more in line with what 

the Japanese really bred and used in Japan, were discounted by people here because they weren‟t straight 

Tajima strain.  As a result, many of the more balanced cattle were overlooked, and the early U.S. breeders 

underutilized some of the very best cows,” says Clawson.   

 “I just had a calf born here from an embryo that had been frozen for 19 years.  There are some 

good lines that are nearly gone; some of the best cows I find are now in their late teens.  The most valuable 

cow I own was frozen for 12.5 years; she‟s out of an original import cow,” he says. 

 “This is an incredible breed which I respect and greatly admire.  I feel Wagyu has a great future.  

These cattle are so smart and so workable.  They are as different from other cattle as dogs are from wolves.  

They watch you and pay attention to what you are doing, and a high percent of them want to do whatever 

you want them to do.  If you sit and watch them, they will just stand and watch you, trying to see what you 

want them to do.”  They are very trainable because they have been handled for so many generations by 

people, as work animals.  They are tuned in, waiting for your direction. 

 “There are some horses like this, and a lot of dogs are this way, but it‟s not a trait that‟s common 

in the animal world.  You can put a halter on a Wagyu and in 4 or 5 hours lead them around.  With other 

cattle it‟s usually 4 or 5 days.  It takes much longer to halter break most cattle,” says Clawson. 

 In addition to the elite carcass traits found in Wagyu, other special traits include intelligence, 

strength and structural integrity.  These should be cherished and perpetuated. 


