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By Marti Kirstein

An outstanding Drakensberger bull from Eli van 
der Merwe’s Blyde Drakensberger stud.

Eli van der Merwe and his wife, Shirley, on their 
farm, Breytenbachskraal near Pelgrimsrus. 

It is a challenge and a privilege to 
breed Drakensberger cattle and 
improve their full genetic potential, 
says Eli van der Merwe, owner of the 
Blyde Drakensberger stud.

Eli, a retired attorney, recently 
celebrated his 80th birthday. He has been 
farming in the picturesque Pelgrimrus-area 
for decades and is still excited about his 
Drakensbergers.

From the outset Eli farmed with 
Drakensbergers because it is a hardy 
and economical breed. He says the 
Drakensberger does not have to stand 
back for any beef breed. The breed is 
adapted to all South African climatic 
conditions, is resistant against parasites 
and has a calm temperament.

He would not have been able to 
establish his herd without the aid and 
scientific support services from, among 
others, the Drakensberger Cattle Breeders’ 
Society, SA Stud Book and research 
institutions such as the Agricultural 
Research Council (ARC).

“Thanks to the Drakensberger Cattle 
Breeders’ Society and the experience 
and skill of our stud breeders, the 
Drakensberger stands proud in the red 
meat industry. We have been able to 
maintain this position through many years’ 
worth of dedication from our breeders. The 

Drakensberger’s standard of excellence 
is aimed at traits that are important for 
breeding a well-adapted, hardy, easy-care, 
economically well-producing animal with 
tender, juicy meat from the veld.”

Selective breeding
Careful breeding and good genetics are part 
and parcel of Eli’s success. “Performance 
testing has long been compulsory and it 
brought us to where we are today. BLUP 
breeding values are also powerful tools for 
better selection and progress.”

From the outset he purchased good 
bulls to build his herd. “I am proud of my 
Drakensberger cattle. Over the years I only 
bought bulls from stud breeders after 
carefully having scrutinised their BLUP 
breeding values.”

Eli emphasises that although bulls 
form 50% of the genetic composition of 
all calves, one must remember that cows 
contribute the other 50%. He therefore 
believes in promoting his herd through 
strict cow selection. With a good gene 
pool and a well-planned breeding policy, 
his goal is to mate the right cow with 
the right bull in order to breed medium-
framed calves with traits such as fertility, 
ease of birth, sufficient milk, good growth 
and good feed conversion.  

“Average breeding values and genetic 

trends allow me to determine which 
animals have to be culled. I then use 
corrective breeding with the other cows, in 
a bid to keep my herd on par.”

The secret of breeding
According to Eli breeding values remain 
a handy breeding tool, but it isn’t the 
alpha and the omega. “Once the breed-
ing values have been considered, the 
cow has been covered and the calves are 
born, you still have to return to the breed 
standard of excellence. In other words, 
does the calf meet the requirements of 
our selectors?”

Eli breeds for balance and has learnt 
numerous lessons in the process. Cows 
with a good feed conversion rate (FCR) 
and Kleiber breeding values exhibit better 
intercalving periods, better reconception 
and remain in the herd.

Improving his grazing also forms part 
of Eli’s management programme and 
he goes to great lengths to improve the 
redgrass pastures on his farm.

For more information, contact 
the Drakensberger Cattle Breeders’ 

Society by phoning Lizanne Vermeulen 
on 051 410 0900 or email 

lizanne@studbook.co.za. Or contact 
Eli van der Merwe on 076 453 0826 or 

email elishirl@vodamail.co.za.
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