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I
t is a well-known fact that the Drakens-
berger gene pool has been widely inter-
woven into stud and commercial herds 
nationwide over the past 366 years. 
The heritage of the pioneer breeders 
is the cornerstone on which today’s 
Drakensberger is built. The responsi-

bility now lies with our new generation of 
breeders and I am extremely happy with 
the growing interest in our breed.

This new generation consists of young, 
dynamic breeders who are entering our 
industry with a scientific approach and 
who are excited by new developments. Our 
cattle are carrying more meat, are longer 
and wider and meet market requirements.

FEEDLOTS
Drakensbergers perform well in feedlots, 
as long weaners or straight off the veld. 
They are ideal for the grass-fed programme 
that was launched in Australia and is today 
gaining increasing traction in South Afri-
ca, but they also meet the heavier carcass 
requirements for so-called “boxed beef”.

It has long been scientifically proven  
that the Drakensberger accumulates fat 
slower under feedlot conditions – a qua-
lity unique to the breed and which is of 
great benefit to a feedlot industry which 
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The successes achieved by commercial Drakensberger 
breeders are reflected in the prices achieved by stud 
breeders for their registered animals. In this supplement 
commercial farmers share their many success stories.

Commercial or stud –
Drakensbergers remain a profitable breed

DRAKENSBERGER      MAGIEL BLOM

has to manage the new trend of marketing 
heavier carcasses.

COMMERCIAL HERDS
With the numbers of commercial animals 
tenfold that of stud animals – and with the 
concomitant greater gene pool of the Dra-
kensberger – the council took the following 
decisions at its annual general meeting on 
26 September 2014:

 ■ Animals from commercial herds that 
meet the requirements of our breed stan-
dards can now be included in our stud 
book, without any costs to the society.

 ■ Members will only be responsible for 
their joining fee, annual membership fee 
and the inspection cost of the animals.

 ■ The SA Stud Book cost for animal recor-
ding and production measurement will 
be paid by the member.

POLLED GENE
Furthermore, based on scientific data, it 
was decided that natural polls would also 
be allowed as “first acceptances”.

Genetic markers are currently definable 
and although the Drakensberger Breeders’ 
Society’s inspection process has been prai-
sed for its thoroughness and the way it 
has been maintained, the new resources 

have been well harnessed to improve the 
breed. The identification of the polled gene 
is evidenced by allele 303 and/or 305, with 
the wild gene that could still be a factor.

BREEDING VALUES
Compulsory production measurement sin-
ce 1980 has made it possible to create a very 
reliable body of data on which estimated 
breeding values can be calculated.

The accuracy of breeding values is in-
creasing and they are becoming more re-
liable. However, it remains each member’s 
responsibility to record reliable data and 
submit it for processing. 

Data collection is sometimes cited as a 
reason not to get involved in stud breeding, 
but with farming conditions changing as 
drastically as they are, it’s worth reflecting 
on how breeding values add value to the 
animals you farm with.

The approach to farming has become 
much more scientific and this benefits the 
breeder as well as the new entrant. Keeping 
good records simply helps the farmer to 
earn a premium for his animals.

JOIN IN OUR SUCCESS
We hope you enjoy this supplement to Land-
bouweekblad and finding out more about 
the success that many farmers are already 
achieving by farming with Drakensbergers.

The society cordially invites you to get 
involved in a cattle breed that has enriched 
the history of this country, that thoroughly 
deserves its respected position in the cur-
rent cattle industry, and that is successfully 
forging ahead into the future. Long live the 
Drakensberger breed!

My sincere and heartfelt thanks to all 
who contributed to this supplement, the 
breeders, companies and successful far-
mers: Your involvement is greatly appreci-
ated.

Mr Magiel Blom is president of the Dra-
kensberger Cattle Breeders’ Society.

LEFT: These days, 
the approach to far-
ming is much more 
scientific so good 
record-keeping is 
essential. Mr Henk 
Delport of Ficks-
burg is one such 
Drakensberger 
breeder who has 
already benefited 
from these prin-
ciples. PHOTO: LIZA 

BOHLMANN

ABOVE: Mr Magiel Blom. PHOTO: SUPPLIED



The society protects the Drakensberger 
through rigorous inspections, research, 
marketing and by applying nationwide stan-
dards of excellence.
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T
he Drakensberger Cattle 
Breeders’ Society was estab-
lished on 7 November 1947 
with the aim of protecting 
this unique indigenous 
breed. To protect the breed’s 
integrity, it has documented 

standards of excellence. These are the stan-
dards which Drakensberger stud animals 
must meet, and they are maintained by the 
society.

Society inspectors visit each stud bree-
der’s farm anually to inspect and select the 
progeny of stud animals according to these 
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A society that  
provides a solid service
What does the Drakensberger Cattle Breeders’ Society 
offer its members? Everything you need to run an 
efficient and profitable stud.

breed standards. An animal which passes 
this inspection process is then branded with 
the prestigious “D” on its left shoulder.

These annual inspection tours take place 
countrywide in March, April and May.

INSPECTOR TRAINING
The society offers annual training courses 
at which prospective inspectors receive 
theoretical and practical training. Indivi-
duals who pass this course then qualify as 
trainee inspectors.

After three inspection tours led by a se-
nior inspector, trainees can then progress 
to junior inspector provided they have re-
ceived favourable inspector reports. After 
a further three tours during which junior 
inspectors must receive consistently posi-
tive reports, they may, with the approval 
of the council, be recommended as senior 
inspectors. 

An annual refresher course for inspectors 
is offered in February.

MEMBER PARTICIPATION
The society, together with a regional club, 
also hosts the annual general meeting at 
which members’ interests are discussed. 
The financial statements of the previous 
year are tabled and approved by the mem-
bers. The budget for the next year is ap-
proved and three new members are elected 
to the society’s council.

The council consists of nine elected 
members who serve for a period of three 
years including honorary presidents and 
co-opted members.

The president of the council elects  
an executive of four council members to 
manage the day-to-day running of the so-
ciety.

MARKETING
The society is responsible for the marketing 
of the breed and this includes a wide range 
of activities, for example:

 ■ Adverts in agricultural magazines.
 ■ The hosting of the annual national Dra-

kensberger auction in the last week April.
 ■ An exhibition at the Nampo Harvest Day.

 ■ Radio and television interviews.
 ■ The compilation of breed journals from 

time to time.
 ■ Supplements in agricultural magazines.
 ■ The hosting of information days.
 ■ Updates to the website and Facebook 

page.
 ■ Marketing material, such as signage,  

clothing and breed DVDs.

PERFORMANCE DATA
Breeders, the society and SA Stud Book 
are responsible for the collection and 
safe keeping of data. SA Stud Book is res-
ponsible for processing and calculating 
performance data and the breeding va-
lues of stud animals, which is carried out 
according to the latest international models 
and methods.

AUCTIONS
The annual national auction, individual 
production sales and club auctions are 
hosted under the auspices of the society. 
Animals permitted at these auctions are:

 ■ Bred with passion and strictly selected 
by the breeder;

 ■ Bred from the queen of cows;
 ■ Selected according to the breedstandards 

and possess the “D” branding;
 ■ Performance tested by the breeder and 

recorded by SA Stud Book;
 ■ Documented in an auction catalogue 

compiled by SA Stud Book and verified 
by the society;

 ■ Fertile and free of venereal diseases, 
tested and certified according to the 
breed standards of the society.

RESEARCH
The technical sub-committee of the socie-
ty focuses on research that promotes and 
advances the breed.

A number of scientific studies have been 
completed recently and documented in ar-
ticles and/or M.Sc theses.

Some of these studies have focused on, 
among other things:

 ■ The impressive performance of the breed 
in the feedlot.

 ■ The heat adaptability of the breed, which 
performed excellently compared to other 
indigenous breeds and significantly bet-
ter than the European breeds surveyed 
in the study.

CONTACT US: These activities are co-ordinated 
from the society’s office in Bloemfontein. For 
information on breeders in your area or more 
information about the breed please contact the 
office on 051 410 0968 or visit the website  
www.drakenbergers.co.za.
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A
bout 10 years ago I realised 
that I wasn’t making the 
right kind of progress with 
my studs and that I really 
needed to do something 
different. I had belonged 
to the Eastern Free State 

Veld Bull Club for many years but preferred 
to sell my bulls at age three. (The club’s 
bulls are sold at age two.)

After consulting Dr Hannes Dreyer, my 
brother Leonard and I made two far-rea-
ching decisions:

 ■ We were going to have our own produc-
tion sale.

 ■ All our bulls and rams need to be tested 
on the veld.
At that stage, Leonard had been entering 

Merino rams with the Eastern Free State 
Veld Ram Club for 20 years, with excellent 
results.

The use of veld bulls is one of the reasons 
the inter-calving period of our Drakensber-
ger herd went from 481 days to 391 days 

‘Why I conduct veld tests’

within six years. This is because the bulls 
are tested on the veld and the female ani-
mals are adapted to perform on the veld. 
The bonus is that we wean more calves 
and thus generate a higher income than 
before. Thanks to the use of veld bulls, we 
purposefully apply the best bulls and so 
breed the best progeny.

The biggest advantage of the indexes of 
Veld Bull SA is that they reflect the exact 

value of each bull. So a prospective buyer 
only needs to look at the indexes to decide 
which bull to buy. Inspection is no longer 
that important.

Farmers who have their bulls tested on 
the veld realise that breeders who buy their 
animals tend to return for more of the same, 
because of the advantage of veld-adapted 
bulls being able to mate with cows right 
away. They are not overweight and don’t 
have any trouble making the grade.

This functional efficiency is very impor-
tant to me, because my cows are adapted 
to grazing in the mountains of the Eastern 
Free State. 

What’s more, it’s sourveld with low nutri-
tional value in winter. So these bulls must 
be able to keep up and mate. 

A veld bull is not a fashion model. He’s 
without frills and has hard measurable 
traits. The breeder who buys a veld bull 
manages a productive herd and farms sus-
tainably on the veld.

That’s the value of a veld bull.

Functional, profitable bulls – the result of  
better selection thanks to veld testing. 

PROMOSIE-ARTIKEL RODNEY NEUMAN, VREDELBW
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Deeply-rooted performance 
at the Drakensberger’s heart

DRAKENSBERGER      JOHANN FOURIE

T
oday’s Drakensbergers differ 
significantly in name and 
conformation from the origi-
nal Khoi cattle which Euro-
peans encountered when 
they settled in the Cape of 
Good Hope in 1652.

Drakensberger are definitely a Sanga- 
type cattle (hump-bearing), without a doubt 
indigenous and a strong representative of 
the best in South African beef. It’s estimated 
that between 8.5% and 10% of the natio-
nal beef herd consists of Drakensbergers. 
This is a huge contribution to the country’s 
overall food security.

The 366 years during which the Drakens-
berger was shaped and genetically formed 
have resulted in an exceptional breed that 
cannot be imitated. Its genetic characte-
ristics are unique and specific, and this 
uniqueness creates the perfect platform 
for its breeding stock to be used to exploit 
heterosis to its fullest potential.

LONGEVITY
A demographic analysis by Charl Hunlun 

and Lezanne Bonthuys of SA Stud Book re-
vealed an average productive breeding age 
of 20.4 years in herds, which contributes 
to the Drakensberger population.

COMMERCIAL HERD GROWTH
The breeders’ dedication is obvious and 
their commitment and loyalty to the breed 
is unquestionable, resulting in a steady in-
flux of satisfied breeders.

The percentage of appendix animals 
being recorded has risen sharply, a clear 
sign of the confidence in the breed. With 
first acceptances of stud animals, there is a 
highly functional, efficient flow of genetic 
material into existing herds.

GENETIC PROFILE
The question immediately arises as to 
whether the guaranteed genetic profile and 
the guarantee of purity is diluted by this.

Definitely not!
Studies show a solid base of Drakens-

berger breeding stock, with the DNA ana-
lysis of 550 animals having already been 
completed.

The Drakensberger Cattle Breeders’ 
Society’s inspection process jealously and 
proudly guards the uniqueness of what 
we have built up, for practical, successful 
use in any breeding programme, whether  
purebred or crossbred.

The genetic characteristics of today’s 
Drakensberger are very special and rare 
– use them to your advantage.

Dr Johann Fourie is a Drakensberger bree-
der and council member of the Drakens-
berger Cattle Breeders’ Society.

Drakensbergers are South Africa’s own indi-
genous profit breed and are locally adapted 
to the climate, with a natural resistance to 
diseases, as well as to internal and external 
parasites. Cows also have a high milk produc-
tion that ensures above-average weaning 
weights. PHOTO: LIZA BOHLMANN

A
s one of only three indigen-
ous South African breeds 
to be farmed, the Drakens-
berger is well-adapted to 
local veld conditions. The 
breed is known especially 
for its excellent ability to 

adapt to the climate, hardiness and natu-
ral resistance to diseases and internal and 
external parasites, especially ticks. Its short, 
shiny black hair and loose pigmented hide 
all contribute to this adaptability.

This is a real profit breed with a good 
temperament that makes the cattle easy 
to work with.

10 out of 10 for  
SA’s own profit breed
The Drakensberger’s long list of beneficial breed 
characteristics is impossible for any cattle farmer to 
ignore. Ideally suited to South African conditions, these 
cattle are ideal for extensive farming.

Males and females are very fertile. An 
inter-calving period of 360 days is possi-
ble. According to the Agricultural Re search 
Council, Drakensberger cows show the 
lowest incidence of disease with minimal 
calving problems. The cows have good ma-
ternal instincts and provide a lot of milk, 
resulting in an above-average weaning 
weights. The Drakensberger recovers 
quickly after calving and puts on weight 
even while the calf is still suckling.

Calves are small at birth (35kg), but have 
a strong survival instinct. Performance- 
testing data shows that the incidence of 
calf mortality in Drakensbergers is up to 

49% lower compared to nine other sur-
veyed breeds.

The meat quality is above average, with 
excellent marbling, and the dressing per-
centage is as high as 67. On a carcass mass 
of 220kg to 230kg the ideal fat coverage is 
already achieved.

As the ideal breed for extensive farming 
conditions, the Drakensberger has an excel-
lent walking ability. It maximises grazing 
and is non-selective – even in mountainous 
areas.

Longevity is a characteristic that ensures 
a very long production period. Bulls are 
active until about 12 years old and cows 
can still be productive in the herd until 
about 16 years.

The Drakensberger is a pure breed and 
cross-breeding is not necessary. The breed 
is phenotypically homozygous with char-
acteristics that are highly heritable.

THIS ARTICLE was compiled from information 
supplied by the Drakensberger Cattle Breeders’ 
Society and was originally written by Mr RJ van 
Rensburg. Visit the society’s website at www.
drakensbergers.co.za for more information and 
to read the article “Why Drakensbergers?”
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When it comes to stock farming, specifically with 
Drakensbergers, there are few commercial or stud  
herds that can compete with the Neuman brothers’ 
operation in the Vrede and Memel area of the Eastern 
Free State.

T
he Neuman Brothers operati-
on is run by Messrs Leonard 
and Rodney Neuman, and 
their farming interests 
stretch out over thousands 
of hectares. They rear Dra-
kensbergers, Merinos and 

Holsteins for their dairy. Cash crops are 
grown mainly to meet feed-flow require-
ments. They have been farming full time 
in this area for about 40 years.

In fact, they’re considered among the 
foremost breeders of Drakensbergers in the 
country and achieve some of the highest 
average prices at sales year after year. Alt-
hough the Neumans farm together, Rodney 
is mainly tasked with the daily management 

of the Drakensbergers. They have two stud 
herds, the Frelon and Hymgert Drakens-
berger Stud, and a large commercial herd.

Rodney insists on performance under ex-
tensive conditions for both their stud and 
commercial herds, veld bull tests playing 
an important role. The Neumans were the 
first Drakensberger farmers to conduct veld 
tests on the farm under the auspices of 
Veldbul Ram Suider-Afrika (VBRSA).

PROFITABILITY
But it’s not accolades, awards or esteem 
that the Neumans strive for in their farming 
operation. “We market weaners. That’s our 
foremost business target with the Drakens-
bergers. Feedlots are our clients, and our 

calves are of a high quality and therefore 
sought-after,” Rodney says. 

“In the first place, I raise cattle for the 
commercial market. I’m a commercial far-
mer before I’m a stud farmer. We test the 
cattle in the veld, because if they perform 
there, they’ll perform in the feedlot as well.”

The Neumans lost their father when 
they were still young; Rodney was 18 and  
Leonard was 20 years old. 

“Farming is a business, and if you aren’t 
making a profit, it doesn’t make sense,” 
Leonard says, confirming that they had to 
learn this lesson early on.

“We inherited two farms: Excelsior,  
where I farm, and Cork, where Leonard 
lives,” Rodney says. “We inherited a mixed 
bag of cattle, from Hereford, Angus and 
Afrikaners to Drakensbergers.”

The Neuman Brothers’ Drakensberger 
stud Hymgert is named after their father, 
Hymie, and mother, Gertie. It was started in 
1979, but they kept on farming other breeds  
as well. 

They recall that the watershed moment 
came in 1980, when a terrible drought 
struck their area. By the end of the sum-
mer there was no grazing left on any of 
their farms, and the only grazing available 
for rent was located between Winfield and 
Frankfort. 

“It would have cost too much to trans-
port the animals, so we moved the herd of 
around 1 700 over a distance of between 
120 km and 130 km. It took us four days 

A thriving farm  
in the Memel hills

10 A supplement to Landbouweekblad Autumn 2015



LEFT: Some parts of the Neumans’ farm are 
more than 2 000 m above sea level. Here 
Drakensbergers take advantage of every 
last piece of grazing, even deep into the 
mountains. This characteristic of the breed 
makes a profitable farm out of land that 
might otherwise be considered marginal.

TOP LEFT: Whether stud or commercial 
animals, both cows and bulls are expected 
to perform in extensive conditions. The few 
that don’t make the grade are culled.   

TOP RIGHT: That’s what a Drakensberger 
should look like! The bull F0633 is one of the 
bulls with an impressive width used by the 
Neumans. FOTO: VERSKAF

RIGHT: Mr Rodney Neuman among his Dra-
kensbergers on the farm Excelsior. PHOTOS: 

LIZA BOHLMANN



WHERE IT ALL STARTED 
Rodney and Leonard Neuman are 
the third generation involved in the 
livestock industry. Their grandfather 
was a livestock speculant. It was their 
father who was the first to really start 
farming in earnest, and he became an 
eminent cattle expert. 

“In the first instance my father was 
an Uys cattleman. Today, Uys cattle 
and Drakensbergers are one and the 
same, but in those years there was a 
bitter feud between breeders. My dad 
believed in a functional type of animal 
with, for example, a slight droopy rump 
(hangkruis) that makes for easier 
calving, as experience has shown. He 
could not be bothered with cosmetic 
traits like a head of curly hair and horns 
turned in a specific way,” recounts 
Rodney. “Given his experience of other 
breeds, the Drakensberger was the 
closest to an ideal breed my father 
could find for our conditions.”

ABOVE: Mr Hymie Neuman explained his 
views on black cattle and breeding princi-
ples in Landbouweekblad in 1974.

to move all the cattle to the new pastures, 
but our black cattle completed the jour-
ney in three days, remembers Rodney with 
admiration.

“Because we gathered all our cattle in 
one place before our own Great Trek, the 
lot looked like an impressive cattle Smar-
tie box, as the colours of all the different 
breeds mixed together,” remembers Le-
onard. “But when we entered Frankfort, 
it was clear that our herd of black cattle 
had arrived before any of the other breeds. 
They had walked easily, far ahead of the 
others, with my father’s Uys cattle at the 
front. Of the other European breeds, we 
lost 10 head of cattle along the way, and 
eventually the original big herd arrived in 
five distinct groups over the next four days. 
That’s when we really saw the perseverance 
of the Drakensbergers.”

Then with the return journey in Septem-
ber, it was the black cattle that arrived at 
the Cork frontgate a full day before any of 
the other breeds. 
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“At that stage only about 50% of our 
entire herd were Drakensbergers, but this 
lesson convinced us to change the whole 
herd to black cattle. We started culling the 
other breeds and focused on increasing the 
Drakensbergers,” Rodney says.

“Many of the large commercial farmers 
raise Drakensbergers too, because it is a 
breed that takes care of itself and rarely 
gives trouble. You can farm extensively with 
Drakensbergers without any problem,” says 
Leonard.

AUCTION
To this day they are still benefitting from 
the Drakensberger’s excellent walking abi-
lity. They’ll have their auction again this 
year, on 6 August, and they’re keeping their 
fingers crossed that they’ll be blessed with 
the highest average auction prices in the 
country once more. 

The auction takes place annually on their 
farm Newlands, which is close to the tar-
red road. 

“It’s about a 25 km walk from here. The 
bulls have already been rounded off and 
prepared for auction, but they walk with 
ease. A good walking ability in bulls means 
that they can reach more cows at mating 
time, and so we select for this trait,” Rod-
ney explains. 

“We also buy in bulls ourselves. If there’s 
good breeding material outside of our herd, 
we’ll purchase it. Last year I bought a big 
bull from the Gryshoek stud, and I look 
forward to seeing how it fares.”

HEALTH BENEFITS
Their black pigmented skin means that the 
Drakensbergers tolerate heat well. The skin 
around the eye is also black, and pink eye 
or sore eyes are rare. 

As an indigenous breed, Drakensbergers 
tolerate both heat and cold well. A smooth 

coat and thick skin mean fewer problems 
with ticks and thus also a lower incidence 
of tick-borne diseases. 

Strong feet and legs make for good wal-
king ability. When the veld becomes a bit 
bare, they maintain good condition because 
they graze efficiently, even in mountainous 
areas, and have an excellent feed conver-
sion rate. 

Cows are good mothers that produce lots 
of milk, yielding healthy, robust weaners.

LESSON LEARNT
Fertility is one of the outstanding traits of 
Drakensbergers, and therefore stud breed-
ers should handle this advantage with spe-
cial care, Rodney reckons. In selecting cows 
for breeding, good record keeping is of the 
utmost importance. 

To merely select on sight is dangerous, 
“because that beautiful fat cow is often the 
very one that did not calve that year or 
lost her calf. Because she skipped or didn’t 

have to wean a calf, her condition is better. 
To select that cow is to select her fertility 
problems as well,” Rodney warns. 

He made this very mistake a few times 
early in his career, he adds, and quickly 
learnt from it.

KEEP RECORDS
The Neumans are great champions of veld 
bull tests and record keeping by SA Stud 
Book. They have about 1 000 head in the 
studs, 600 of which are cows. Each has 
a branded number, steel tag with her ID 
number and a numbered plastic ear tag for 
record keeping. 

Cows are mated from January to No-
vember. The stud cows have an average 
inter-calving period of 390 days. 

“At weaning age, 12 months and 18 
months, I weigh my heifers. Bull calves 
are weighed at weaning, at 12 months and 
then we start the veld tests where they are 
weighed once a month. Dr Hannes Dreyer 
of the VBRSA is of great help in this re-
gard,” Rodney says.

The veld test runs from October until 
March. Apart from weight, a condition 
score is given – with points for tempera-
ment, coat and muscling – and at the end 
of the test period the pelvis and scrotum 
are measured as well. The bulls are then 
tested for fertility before deciding whether 
to breed with them. 

“We have great success with this ap-
proach, because I now breed an animal 
that’s both beautiful and performs well,” 
Rodney explains.

Leonard gets in the last word: “The re-
cipe for a profitable farm operation is sim-
ple: land and black cattle – and you’re 
guaranteed success!”

TOP LIVESTOCK FARMERS
For their achievement with stud and  
commercial Drakensberger cattle, 
Merino sheep and Holstein dairy 
cattle, Leonard (LEFT) and Rodney 
Neuman (RIGHT) were joint winners 
of Molatek’s Livestock Farmer of the 
Year Award of 2012. The ceremony 
took place at the Aldam Stockman 
School in October 2012. In his com-
ments, judge Prof Frikkie Neser said 
that the Neuman brothers managed 
to transform their farm into one of 
the most profitable operations in the 
country. “With their strict breeding 
policy and clear targets, they have 
developed a model farm over the 
years.” PHOTO: ANDRIES GOUWS

These young bulls are one of the scores of animals belonging to the Neuman brothers. The 
main aim of their stud herd is to produce top-quality animals for their commercial herd, which is 
focused on weaner production.
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Just the other side of Ficksburg, close to the Lesotho 
border, lies one of Mr Henk Delport’s farms where, after 
a shower of rain, the Drakensbergers shine like black 
diamonds in the afternoon sun.

Shiny black diamonds  
of the Maluti

M
r Henk Delport farms 
full-time with crops, 
Drakensbergers and 
game. His business part-
ner, Mr Pieter Esterhui-
zen, has been involved 
in farming for many 

years, and it’s Pieter who is standing in for 
Henk when Landbouweekblad visits the 
farm – his partner being away on official 
Drakensberger business in Bloemfontein.

The farm lies in the region’s distinctive 
Maluti Mountains, with numerous dams 
supplied with water runoff from the cliffs. 
From the top of the mountain one can 
clearly see the herds of black cattle grazing 
the farm.

“This is a major advantage of the Dra-
kensberger – whether the veld is green, 
brown or white with snow, you can clearly 
see the herds from afar,” smiles Pieter.

However, on this farm science trumps 
the joy of merely looking at beautiful, shiny 
black cattle. These animals are worth their 
weight in gold in this area.

RECORD-KEEPING
Ear tags are used for easy identification 
in the record-keeping process, but Henk 
and Pieter are also considering electronic 
options. “We are investigating the possi-
bility of a high-frequency radio frequency 
identification (RFID) ear tag, but haven’t 
yet found a product that meets our requi-
rements,” says Pieter.

RFID tags will help to simplify re-
cord-keeping, something vital to the success 
of this farm as both the commercial and stud 
herd are managed equally intensively. There 
are about 1 200 animals in the commercial 
herd and about 250 in the stud herd.

“For us, recording-keeping and manage-
ment go hand-in-hand,” says Pieter.

Besides the Drakensbergers, Henk and 
Pieter have other farming and business in-
terests. Their farms in Bothaville produce 
grains, while a neighbouring farm near 
Ficksburg is stocked with game.

LIZA BOHLMANN

But on the cattle farm, the rugged moun-
tainous terrain has been conquered by a 
major erosion-combatting project, while the 
planting of pastures supplements existing 
smutsfinger grass and eragrostis lands. 

Herds graze in the valley, at the foothills, 
in the cliffs and on the flat top of the moun-
tains. In fact, as we drive up the mountain 
we see a few cows and calves nonchalantly 
grazing against a cliff – here veld is never 
wasted, because Drakensbergers, with their 
superb mountain-climbing abilities, are able 
to take advantage of every last recess of the 
area’s natural sourveld.

“We also give Voermol and Molatek 
maintenance licks, cut hay bales and also 
bale about 30 ha of lucerne that we usually 
keep back for the winter. Additional rye 
and winter grazing is also planted and we 
are experimenting with different grazing 
crops,” says Pieter.

BETTER BULLS
Lately a bigger investment has been made in 
top-quality bulls, to reach Henk and Pieter’s 
goal of selling their superior male animals.

“We realise selective breeding is the only 
way for us to improve our herds. That’s why 
production figures are so important to us,” 
Pieter points out.

Weaners are marketed at about seven 
months in May. They are already very close 
to their goal of weaning calves at about 
230 kg.

A further goal is to improve the grazing 
productivity per hectare, by expanding 
planted pastures to between  600 ha and 
800 ha.

But it’s the low maintenance cost of their 
Drakensbergers that remains the significant 
advantage. “We have very few hassles with 
diseases, and follow a set vaccination and 
dosing programme,” says Pieter.

1

3

2

2

2

1.  Mr Henk Delport’s partner, Mr Pieter Ester-
huizen, is very pleased with the performance 
of their Drakensbergers.

2. Mr. Henk Delport.

3. The cattle cope well with the mountainous 
terrain.

4. The objective of plan-
ted pasture is to further 
improve the profitability 
per hectare.

5. Meticulous record 
keeping makes it easier 
to manage commercial 
and stud herds in the 
same way.
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D
r Johann Fourie initially 
started to farm in the 
Klerksdorp area on land his 
parents owned. He started 
with 286 ha but gradually 
grew his property by buying 
land adjacent to the original 

farm. In 2007 he also bought land in the 
Molopo in the Tosca and Bray area, where 
he currently runs about a third of his 
Drakensberger herd. 

Jakkalsfontein, the name of the farm, 
was inspired by the source of the fountain, 
which trickles from a hidden crack in the 
rocks. The fountain is not perennial but 
only flows in winter depending on the 
rainfall in summer, Johann explains.

“The farm has history in the sense that 
some Anglo-Boer War skirmishes took 
place here. There’s a grave on the farm of 
a Boer fighter who was mistakenly shot by 
his comrades – he wore the ‘wrong’ clothes 
and they didn’t recognise him in time. A 
beautiful little gravestone marks the spot.”

Johann mainly breeds Drakensbergers, 

Dr Johann Fourie strives for the continual improvement 
of his animals. That’s why visual appraisal is important to 
him, but performance testing isn’t far behind.

‘Drakensbergers  
don’t give hassles’

with about 650 registered animals. There 
are also 150 white Dorper sheep and a bit 
of game he keeps as a hobby. The game runs 
on the Molopo farm and comprises kudu, 
gemsbok and springbok, among others.

“The joy of cattle farming lies in 
properties of animal husbandry that give 
me few hassles,” Johann says. “The good 
conception rate of all female animals, ease 
of birth with a low calf mortality rate, a high 
weaning rate and good weaning weights are 
all reasons why I love the Drakensberger.”

EASIER MANAGEMENT
Because Johann is actually a professional 
surgeon, and thus very busy with everything 
but farming, he prizes the longevity of the 
Drakensberger – both male and female. “A 
breed guaranteeing the fewest phone calls 
about problems is important to me.”

For grazing, Johann has mixed veld at 
his disposal – sourveld and rantjiesveld, 
which are quite productive in summer, but 
of course very unpalatable in winter. Then 
there are parts that are sweet veld, “for 

winter, of course”, and about one-fifth of his 
farms surface area is under planted pasture 
that is slotted into the annual grazing plan. 
The Molopo farm has about 20% planted 
pasture of wool grass (borseltjie-gras) and 
blue buffalo grass (bloubuffelgras).  Johann 
also rents 1 400 ha of grazing, and the 
carrying capacity varies from 6,5 ha to  
10 ha per large stock unit.

SUPER COW
The Drakensberger is indigenous and uni-
que in many regards, with hardiness and 
sustained fertility even in drought condi-
tions. Johann says that he profited greatly 
from this characteristic in the on-going 
droughts of the last few years.

“Taking into account all the animals in 
both regions, the conception rate of my 
herd is 94%. In the past year, not a single 
calf died at birth. Only one calf died before 
weaning, and that was because it was struck 
by lightning.”

It has been proven that Drakensberger 
cows gains weight during lactation. The 
official figure documented by SA Stud 
Book is on average 39 kg. “That’s another 
characteristic that makes our farming less 
intensive yet more efficient,” says Johan.

“The cold Highveld with its low winter 
temperatures is a striking example of the 
hardiness and inherent constitution of 
this exceptional indigenous breed. When 
looking at cattle rearing across the board 
and not simply at individual characteristics, 
the Drakensberger makes a lot of sense.”

Johann only keeps stud animals. Animals 
that are no longer used in the stud are sold 
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The Drakensberger adapts well to drought 
conditions. Johann says it’s one of the 
breed’s best characteristics given the dry 
spell they’ve experienced in the last couple 
of years. PHOTOS: SUPPLIED

off as commercial animals.He has only one 
breeding season, with a summer calving 
season, based mainly on the availability 
of grazing.

“Though I am very satisfied with the 
people who handle my farming interests, 
Messrs Marius Tromp and Jaco Venter, I 
find it difficult to deal with two calving 
seasons. The two regions are 400 km apart. 
Add growth tests, marketing, transport and 
whatnot – and it’s clear that the logistics 
can become quite challenging.”

A female animal has to be productive – 
it’s her primary purpose after all. Animals 
that are not in calf at first inspection are 
culled where there is no underlying reason 
for non-pregnancy.

Female animals are mated at 20 to 21 
months. He prefers not to start earlier 
because his profession doesn’t allow time 
for any additional problems. “I fear that call 
to tell me there are problems with a calving. 

Fortunately it doesn’t happen often, and I 
would like to keep it that way.”

Johann uses artificial insemination (AI) 
and has had great success with it. 

“I inseminate with a specific bull for a 
season and don’t believe in ‘playing’ with a 
lot of different bulls to ‘see what happens’.”

STUD AND PERFORMANCE
Johann finds it critically important to 
consider performance data as a stud 
breeder, but visual appearance is what’s 
noticed first. 

“Of course that’s what you first see from a 
distance, the build, the muscling, the length. 
Only then do you look at the figures. And 
for the stud farmer they have to comple-
ment the animal he sees in front of him and 
must of course ensure the improvement 
of the herd.”

That’s why he insists on an improved 
animal going forward for the buyer’s sake. 
“Isn’t that what stud farming is about – the 
constant improvement of animals?”

Bulls are subjected to phase-D testing, 
often collectively with other breeders. 
Thereafter the animals are inspected by the 
breed inspectors to ensure they conform to 

the minimum breed standards, and animals 
that don’t make the grade, are sold.

FEEDLOTS
Johann says that the criticism 
Drakensbergers have received from certain 
feedlots must be seen in perspective. To 
explain, he uses surgery as an example.

“All operations aim for one outcome: 
success. One doesn’t really talk of  successful 
surgery, yet if something goes wrong, 
everyone knows about it. The University of 
Pretoria conducted a study to specifically 
research the critique levelled at the breed, 
and from the data of nearly 600 000 animals, 
could not find any evidence justifying the 
discrimination against the Drakensberger.

“Last year, studies were done with 1 500 
calves vaccinated with different vaccines 
for different groups. The results showed a 
0,4% mortality rate with good growth 
figures. The big secret,” Johann says, “is 
creating a working relationship with the 
buyer at the feedlot. Communication from 
sale to slaughter is imperative. The breeder 
who takes pride in his calves and himself 
will deliver a good product that will perform 
well.”

REGS: Dr 
Johann 
Fourie and 
his wife, 
Marianne. 

BELOW: 
Johann con-
siders the 
appearance 
of animals 
as very im-
portant. It is, 
after all, the 
first thing 
a farmer 
notices.
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The question isn’t whether you’ll make a profit with 
your Drakensbergers but how much you’ll make, say 
those in the know.

The breed that will 
grow your income

T
wo of the breeders who  
talked to Landbouweekblad 
about the Drakensberger are 
Messrs Klaas Venter and 
Abrie Cronjé. Klaas is a big 
crop farmer in the Grootvlei 
area, while Abrie farms a  

little way outside of Vrede with other mem-
bers of his family.

Klaas and the Cronjés all have successful 
Drakensberger studs, alongside their maize 
and soya operations. But those are the only 
things they have in common, because they 
have been achieving success with Drakens-
bergers in many different ways, each with 
their own approach, linked to the unique 
structure of their farming operations.

BIGGER AND EASIER
For Klaas, the advantage of a big herd fits 
perfectly into his cropping operation and 
ensures a healthy cash flow from the sale of 
weaners. His herd of about 3 500 to 4 000 
Drakensbergers utilises most of his farm’s 

natural veld of predominantly rooigras in 
the summer and the additional hectares of 
his maize residues in the winter.

Klaas’s shed is full of John Deere tractors, 
combine harvesters and other equipment. 
This year he’s worried about the rain that 
simply refused to come when it should 
have. Crops are the main focus of this farm, 
which he singlehandedly built from scratch. 
His Drakensbergers are the one part of his 
operation he never worries about.

And that’s precisely why he loves this 
tough indigenous breed that frees him up 
to manage his crops and bring his grains 
to market.

Despite his hands-off management style, 
his commercial herd is one of the biggest in 
the country today, and he’s satisfied with 
the income from his weaners. “We wean 
at around six or seven months and aim 
for a weaning weight of between 200 kg 
and 230 kg.”

Klaas’s operation differs from that of 
Abrie Cronjé, who farms with his father 

and brother, who mainly take care of the 
crops, and his cousin, who manages the 
broiler operation.

PERFORMANCE TESTING
The Cronjés have a commercial herd of 
around 800 Drakensberger cows and 400 
red cattle and Bovelders. Aiming to market 
bulls himself and rebuild the stud they once 
had, Abrie takes a scientific approach to 
his herd. Performance testing and a careful 
breeding policy are practised on this farm.

“Although we raise Drakensbergers 
purely commercially at the moment, we 
continue to participate in veld bull tests, 
including the Veldbull Club’s phase-C test,” 
Abrie says, adding that they currently have 
a group of 40 young bulls in the test.

The Cronjés concentrate on breeding 
animals with good muscling, hardiness, 
walking ability and carcass quality, and 
use both natural mating and artificial in-
semination. They mainly use Mr Rodney 
Neuman’s AI bulls.

LBW



LEFT: Mr Abrie Cronjé uses bulls that 
have a good working capacity and have 
performed well on the veld. 

BELOW: Mr Klaas Venter of Grootvlei. 

RIGHT AT THE BOTTOM: Mr Abrie Cronjé 
among his Drakensbergers where he 
calmly poses for a photograph. PHOTOS: LIZA 

BOHLMANN
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Abrie focuses on maintaining the 
breed characteristics the Drakensberger is 
known for by carefully studying the bulls’ 
performance values beforehand. 

“The hair index for a smooth coat is 
very important to provide natural tick 
resistance. Drakensbergers can also wit-
hstand both extreme heat and cold very 
well, and that natural hardiness is what we 
look for. We also select for good walking 
ability and fertility, including early maturity. 
The Drakensberger’s biggest success story is 
its adaptability and hardiness,” Abrie says.

The performance of female animals is 
watched closely as well, and Abrie consi-
ders pelvis measurement crucial. In the past 
season, they only needed to lend a hand 
during calving in about 3% of all births 
in the herd.

“Cows must have good maternal traits 
and sufficient milk too. We examine every 
cow in the herd and carefully monitor their 
performance – especially the 350 cows we 
select for AI.”

Their success with AI (first straw in No-
vember) is between 60% and 65%. The rest 
of the herd is mated in a two-month breeding 
season in December and January. “Cows start 
calving in late August. Because we select for 
early maturity, cows that calve late, after 

say middle October, are culled. Pregnancy 
is confirmed in May.

“Female animals remain in the herd for 
nine years on average, and at eight years we 
start examining their teeth. If a cow can’t 
graze properly any more, we aren’t going 
to punish her by keeping her in the herd.”

EXCELLENT TEMPERAMENT
Abrie’s cattle are counted daily and hand-
led quite frequently in kraals and crushes. 
“Everyone on the farm knows that the ani-
mals must be as stress-free as possible, and 
their good temperament makes handling 
easy. If I see a cow huffing at me in the 
crush, I know her stress levels have been 
pushed up somewhere. We don’t hit or yell 
at cattle on this farm – it’s just not on.”

Even in the veld his cattle are very tame 
– when we visit, Abrie is relaxed as he easily 

poses with one of his bulls for a photograph. 
Abrie believes in good veld management 
and a production lick. He also works with 
the vet Dr Rudolf Fourie. He runs a strict 
vaccination programme and dosing sche-
dule to prevent disease. Bulls are tested for 
fertility and venereal diseases.

First-calf heifers are given a reproduction 
lick from calving until after winter, and 
Abrie says with this simple intervention 
they have improved their heifer pregnancy 
rate from 68% to 88%. And because he 
measures these things, he knows that pro-
duction expenses such as the reproduction 
lick are absolutely justified.

Their weaners are currently brought to 
market at an average 239 kg, and they strive 
to produce weaners of 245 kg at 210 days.

“But our goal is also to start selling our 
own bulls soon,” Abrie says.

‘The adaptability and hardiness of the animal is the great 
success story of the Drakensberger’ 
– ABRIE CRONJÉ

21
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1. Mothers with lots of milk produce heavy 
weaners, keeping the Cronjés’ profit per 
hectare at a healthy level.

2. This cow and her calf are in excellent 
condition despite the little rain the farm had 
this year.

3. A huge herd needing little care and 
producing thousands of weaners a year is 
part of Mr Klaas Venter’s success story with 
Drakensbergers.  PHOTOS: LIZA BOHLMANN 
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This farmer from Mpumalanga concentrates on 
producing weaners, but thanks to performance testing, 
the quality of his commercial herd is so high that a large 
number could be selected as stud animals.

T
here’s been a marked shift in 
the role of the commercial 
breeder within the livestock 
industry. Not only are com-
mercial herds getting bigger, 
they’re also getting better, 
says Mr Hannes Lombard, 

owner of Westend farm and renowned 
Drakensberger breeder. 

Mr Piet de Villiers, one of the big play-
ers in the Drakensberger community, has 
on occasion expressed his admiration for 
Westend’s Drakensbergers. 

Piet praises the way Hannes and his 
son, Hano, manage their Drakensberger 
division and the consistent quality of the 
cattle from the commercial Westend herd. 

“I could undoubtedly select most of the 
animals from Hannes’s herd as stud ani-
mals – they’re that good,” Piet said in an 
interview at the offices of SA Stud Book 

TOP: Proven performance and excellent con-
dition on tough veld conditions ensure top 
auction prices for Westend Drakensbergers. 
Of course, these traits also ensure that their 
weaners fetch a good price.

ABOVE: Dr Hannes Dreyer.

in Pretoria. And he’s not the only observer 
impressed with the top quality of Westend’s 
animals.

The most recent production sale, on 11 
March – the eighth of its kind for Westend 
Estate – once again demonstrates the top- 
quality animals produced by this herd.

“In a tough year like this one where the 
drought played a big role, we still did well 
despite slightly lower average prices,” says 
Hannes. The offered 350 female animals 
and 100 calves on the auction.

At a previous auction in 2012, Westend 
earned R4,16 million for 480 cows and cal-
ves, an average of nearly R9 000 per animal.

WESTEND ESTATE
Besides their Drakensbergers, the Westend 
Estate near Morgenzon, Mpumalanga, has 
a number of highly regarded farming divi-
sions. These include a Merino flock and a 

Holstein dairy. Crops are also planted for 
feed and direct marketing purposes.

Hannes is a professional engineer but has 
for many years enjoyed the special working 
environment his farm provides. For him the 
biggest joy of farming lies in developing 
systems that work and meet the challenges 
of the farm with a good strategy. Hano 
is also involved in the farm full time and 
focuses mostly on the cropping division.

PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT
Hannes believes that tapping into the ex-
pertise of specialists benefits their farm, and 
this is the case for their Drakensberger herd 

Bigger, more  
productive commercial 
herds for the future
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LEFT: Messrs 
Hannes and Hano 
Lombard of Wes-
tend Farm.

RIGHT: Bulls 
are subjected to 
veld tests, with 
temperament 
and ease of hand-
ling being much 
sought after.

too. He often consults Dr Hannes Dreyer, 
veterinarian, consultant and director of the 
SA Veldbull Club.

He started his commercial herd 35 years 
ago. “At that stage we analysed different 
breeds to determine which performed best 
in this region with its mainly sourveld pas-
tures. Based on the evidence available at 
the time, we decided on Drakensbergers. 
For this Highveld environment you need 
a hardy animal,” Hannes says.

“With Dr Dreyer’s help, we’ve been par-

ticipating in veld bull tests since 2007, so 
Westend’s bulls are tested in local condi-
tions. Usually we wean by May, and then 
we select the best bull calves. Normally the 
test comprises between 60 and 70 bulls.”

Hannes explains further: “At every 
weigh ing we also judge condition, coat 
and temperament. Bulls are part of the test 
for around 180 to 200 days, depending on 
each farmer’s environment and land. We 
conclude the test in February and March. 
By that time we have also measured 

‘I could undoubtedly select most of the animals from 
Hannes’s herd as stud animals.’
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bulls for our commercial herd, but we also 
buy in bulls to ensure genetic diversity. We 
also only sell veld-tested bulls that we have 
used ourselves for a year or two, so in that 
way we know what we’re selling to our 
customers.”

Westend’s commercial Drakensberger 
herd is aimed at progress. A select group 
of heifers are artificially inseminated with 
the semen of top quality bulls.

The increase in top-quality animals 
means that Westend now aims for annu-
al production sales instead of the former 
bi-annual ones. “We only offer our surplus 
animals that we believe will contribute to 
the breed,” Hannes says.

They also attended the national Drakens-
berger auction in Parys in April this year to 
offer customers the best of Westend.

PROFITABLE
While auctions are like a ‘bonus round’, 
commercial weaner production remains 
Westend’s first priority. In order to produce 
enough weaners, they need 1 500 breeding 
cows, which is what they currently have. 
The herd, which is extensively managed, 
graze crop residues in winter and are also 
fed supplementary hay.

“There’s no doubt that our Drakens-
bergers play a very real part in Westend’s 
success. Our livestock holding is a stable 
division and crucial to the farm’s profitabi-
lity. Every division has production cycles, 
and it’s expedient to spread your risk. But 
every division contributes and has to be 
profitable in its own right,” says Hannes.

At Westend they select specifically for 
good condition on the veld. “The economic 
value of a beef cattle system lies in beef 
production. So condition needs to be 
sound.”

ENQUIRIES: Dr Hannes Dreyer, e-mail: 
hannesdreyer@vodamail.co.za

and examined the pelvis and testicular 
development and have given a performance 
score. Based on this, an economic index is 
calculated and made available to the bree-
der. He can then determine according to 
the data which bulls he wants to keep in 
his herd and which he wants to sell or cull.”

RECORD KEEPING
“In any large gene pool, selecting the best 
animals is only possible with the help 
of measurement and meticulous record 
keeping. 

“We use the HerdMaster programme to 
keep records of our herd’s performance, 
and, based on that, we can keep an eye 
on fertility and each calf’s weaning index,” 
Hannes says.

“For the most part we breed our own 

ABOVE LEFT: Whether it’s Westend’s Dra-
kensbergers or Merinos, record-keeping and 
performance testing help keep the livestock 
division as profitable as possible. 

ABOVE: Drakensbergers have proven that 
they can utilise veld even under tough 
conditions.

LEFT: The roughly 1 500 breeding cows res-
ponsible for weaner production at Westend 
Drakensbergers.
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M
r Dennis Dedwith started 
his Diamond D Cattle 
Company 20 years 
ago and today farms  
6 000 ha with 1 500 
breeding females. It is 
a commercial cattle far-

ming enterprise and his females consist of 
Brahman, Beefmaster and Drakensberger 
crosses. He markets his commercial ani-
mals after rounding them off in his feedlot 
between Parys and Vredefort.

The manager on the farm is Mr Adrian 
Strong and assistant managers are Messrs 
Jors Mphora and Riaan van Rensburg. 
“They manage the entire cattle operation,” 
says Dennis. “We also have a feedlot in 
Vredefort where we round off our own ani-
mals and market them directly to abattoirs.” 

Part of his female herd also consists of 
top-quality Drakensbergers. He uses Angus 
and Brahman bulls on the Drakensberger 
females as part of his cross-breeding pro-
gramme. The results of this cross-breeding 
are impressive, to say the least. 

“The Drakensberger’s contribution is a 
solid indigenous cattle breed with good 
milk traits that crosses well with European 
beef breeds. This gives me the best of both 
worlds,” says Dennis. 

The objective of this farming enterprise 
is to get the maximum amount of meat per 
hectare, says Dennis. “What we need are 
cattle that get the best growth in feedlots, 
with the highest average daily weight gain 
(ADG) versus the best feed conversion rate 
(FCR).”

THE DAM LINE
It was the good milk traits of this well-adju-
sted indigenous breed that convinced Den-
nis to use Drakensbergers as his dam line.

“We need females that can adapt to 
difficult conditions. They must be able to 
tolerate drought and raise a calf every year 
in such conditions. A dam line must have 
good milk traits and the cattle must be har-
dy and medium-framed. For replacement 
heifers we cross-breed the Drakensbergers 
with Brahman or Angus bulls, and for our 
terminal crosses that are sent to the feedlot, 
we cross-breed our Drakensbergers with 
Limousin and Charolais bulls.”

The reason why Dennis cross-breeds the 
Drakensberger with European breeds is 
for maximum meat.” “European breeds are 
soft; they don’t cope with drought very well, 
but are especially good at producing a high 
volume of good-quality meat.”

Dennis has two breeding seasons – on 
1 November, the bulls are put with the 
females and at the end of January they are 
removed. In May, pregnancy tests are done 
and the cows that are not pregnant are 
culled. Bulls are put back with the females 

from 1 July to 31 August.
“The advantage of this is maximum 

calving percentages. We believe that 
if you have just one breeding seas-
on, it places a heavy burden on the 
herd. The females don’t get a break. 

Two breeding seasons ensures maxi-
mum calving percentages and weaners 

through-out the year.”

VACCINATIONS
Dennis’s cattle are given a general health 
supplement every year. “We inject the cows 
twice a year with Multimin. Once a year we 
vaccinate all the cattle against anthrax, bo-
tulism, lumpy skin disease and red water.”

The bulls are tested twice a year for 
sexually transmitted diseases and fertility 
before they are put with the females. The 
females are also regularly tested for bovine 
viral diarrhoea (BVD).

Ticks can cause serious losses so Dennis’s 
cattle are continuously treated for them. 
“We don’t wait until the animal is almost 
eaten alive. We treat animals regularly to 
ensure they stay healthy.

“We are hesitant to buy in females. We 
rather keep our own replacement heifers 
back and use only the best stud bulls with 
the cows. The crossbred animals are of top- 
quality, well-adapted and bred on the farm. 
We have used this management system on 
the 1 500 females in the herd for many 
years. We try to keep the herd closed to 
reduce the risk of introduced diseases.”

The replacement heifers are put with the 
bulls at 14 months and those that don’t 
fall pregnant are immediately culled. “We 
only retain the most fertile animals. This 
is why closed herds are more productive. 
Because we only use premium stud bulls, 
our breeding is top quality.”

Dennis farms extensively on veld. “The 
slaughter animals are rounded off in feed-
lots with grass and grain and marketed to 
abattoirs.”

When Dennis isn’t busy on the farm, he 
manages his steel mills (George Stott & 
Co) in Johannesburg, which manufacture 
a wide range of steel products.

The Drakensberger is an indigenous breed that  
thrives in difficult conditions. It can also be cross-bred 
with European beef breeds, delivering offspring to  
perform exceptionally well in feedlots.

Breeding Drakensbergers 
for better beef
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ABOVE: Mr Dennis Dedwith says that 
crossing the Drakensberger with a European 
breed gives him dual benefits. 

INSET: Mr Dennis Dedwith.
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The history of the 
Drakensberger breed has 
shown that there have 
always been prominent 
breeders who have made 
an enormous contribution 
to the preservation and 
advancement of the breed.

6+ Telers – proud  
Drakensberger breeders

Top-quality females produce excellent calves. Join 6+ Telers’ breeding objectives for good- 
quality commercial animals.

I
f it wasn’t for the courage of people 
like Oom Joey Uys – who even took 
on the Department of Agriculture in 
1947 during a time when only Euro-
pean bulls could be used – the Drakens-
berger, a treasured indigenous breed, 
would probably not exist today.

Along with him there was a team that 
did true pioneering work to establish the 
Drakensberger breed: Messrs. Koos Botha, 
Dirk and later Jaap van Niekerk, John de 
Jager, Freddie Beneke, Laffrie Moolman, 
MK Wessels, Niel Reinecke and of course 
Tannie Raai Hills, the first secretary.

They are no longer with us today, but 
their legacy lives on.

STANDARD OF EXCELLENCE
These people didn’t just write the constitu-
tion of the Drakensberger Cattle Breeder’s 
Society. They also set up a Standard of 
Excellence that remains unchanged today. 
Only certain points within the subdivisi-
ons have been altered to place a greater 
emphasis on improved meat qualities. This 
Standard of Excellence is truly a unique 
heritage to be proud of.

6+ TELERS TAKES ROOT
Drakensbergers were largely confined to 
parts of the South African Highveld and 
oddly enough also to the central Free State. 
The breed’s arrival in these areas was a mira-
cle and its subsequent growth phenomenal.

Within 10 years, 21 studs were establis-
hed in the central Free State, of which 
11 were in Brandfort and surrounding 
districts.

Most of these studs were too small to 
hold their own production sales and this is 

Not only must we continue to breed the cattle as 
determined by the founding breeders, we must also tighten 
up every aspect of reproduction.

how the 6+ Telers (Breeders) group came 
into being.

Although an annual sale is of paramount 
importance to our breeders, there is a mutu-
al awareness and sense of community that 
prioritises the improvement of everyone’s 
herd.

Not only must we continue to breed the 
cattle as determined by the founding bree-
ders, we must also tighten up every aspect 
of reproduction. 6+ Telers doesn’t want to 
simply host yet another auction, but rather 
wants to provide our clients with superior 
breeding stock so that they too can share in 
improved productivity and the subsequent 
financial gain.

GOALS
To achieve these goals, the 6+ Telers have 
undertaken several projects to ensure mar-
ked improvement.

 ■ Members of the group have jointly flus-
hed and transplanted embryos;

 ■ Breeding bulls are exchanged to meet 
individual needs;

 ■ The joint use of purchased top-quality 
breeding stock and on-farm growth tests;

 ■ We enjoy mutual support with healthy 
mutual competition;

 ■ We set a higher standard for our auc-
tion animals than what is prescribed, 
and listen to the opinions of our fellow 
members.

PROUD LEGACY
The 6+’s Telers’ mission is to purposefully 
build on the foundation laid by the founders 
of the Drakensberger Cattle Breeders’ Soci-
ety and to never give up trying to improve 
the breed.

We want to make them proud, but also 
in our own right be proud of what we will 
leave the next generation.

The next auction of the 6+ Telers will be 
held at the Bultfontein Showgrounds on 
10 September.

ENQUIRIES: Mr Petri Bezuidenhout,  
cellphone 082 859 7023; Facebook page  
6+ Drakensberger Telers.
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Adding value is one of the 
ways of making farming 
more profitable, so Mr 
Gert du Preez established 
a feedlot where he rounds 
off his cattle before 
marketing them.

Feedlot profits  
with Drakensbergers

ABOVE: Drakensbergers play a huge role in 
the success of the Langspruit feedlot near 
Standerton.

RIGHT: Herd manager Mr Frans Kasselman 
(left) and Mr Gert du Preez of the farms 
Vogelstruisfontein and Langspruit.  
PHOTOS: LIZA BOHLMANN

T
he Du Preez family has been 
farming on the farms Vogel-
struisfontein and Langspruit 
near Standerton since 1920, 
when Mr Gert du Preez 
and his wife Dinah settled 
there. As a young man, Mr JT 

(Koos) du Preez farmed with his parents. 
His love of farming and nature always kept 
him positive during the hard times. 

“With faith, hard work and perseverance 
he expanded his farming enterprise into 
the diversified and economic success it is 
today,” remembers Gert. 

For more than 30 years they have been 
farming only with purebred Drakens-
bergers. The Drakensberger’s hardiness, 
adaptability and ability to withstand the 
Highveld cold and dry winter months, as 
well as the cows’ exceptional mothering in-

stincts make the Drakensberger the perfect 
breed. “We don’t need to experiment with 
cross-breeding and other types of cattle be-
cause the Drakensberger’s profitability off 
the veld and in the feedlot speak for them-
selves. All these characteristics contribute 
to the success of our farming enterprise.”

Langspruit uses two breeding seasons. 
During June and July heifers are mated 
for 63 days and the cows are mated from 
November to January for 84 days.

“Livestock and animal production ex-
perts don’t necessarily agree with two 
breeding seasons, but it works very well 
at Langspruit  because crop residues are 
already available as early as March when 
the first heifers calve. Secondly, weaners 
are distributed through the year, which 

DRAKENSBERGER      MARIEKE SNYMAN

28 A supplement to Landbouweekblad Autumn 2015



A supplement to Landbouweekblad Autumn 2015 29

R
ouvus farming, under the lea-
dership of Oupa Frik Roux, 
initially farmed all types of 
cattle. After dad Gawie acqui-
red Drakensbergers in 1968, 
the breed steadily outperfor-
med all the other breeds being 

farmed at the time. “That’s why we changed 
to farming only with Drakensbergers,” says 
Mr Gawie Roux, who farms with his son Frik 
at Rouvus Drakensbergers.

“Additional considerations were that 
Drakensberger’s calve regularly and reco-
ver quickly after drought and the tough 
winter months,” says Gawie. In 1976, Ga-
wie’s first stud calves were born. “Then in 
1986, when I received a Farmers’ Weekly 
Award for one of our cows, I learned about  

PROMOTIONLBW

Choose Rouvus  
breeding material for 
superior meat production

Phase C tests in which the feed conver-
sion rate (FCR) is measured. Since 2007, 
phase-C tests have been conducted at the 
Rouvus growth test station.”

These days, science plays an important 
role for livestock farmers. “The top animals 
can be identified more easily and quickly, 
based on their breeding values and produc-
tion data. Computer programmes simplify 
the breeding process considerably which 
allows us to confidently use self-bred bulls.”

The bulls are fully evaluated. The average 
daily weight gain, FCR, height, length, 
eye muscle size, hide thickness, scrotum 
circumference as well as fat deposition and 
marbling are all determined during a 84-day 
testing. Animals that pass are selected by the 
society, and these bulls are then run on veld 

with a summer or winter lick, depending on 
the season. 

In the following season, selected bulls are 
used for breeding. Rouvus has one breeding 
season – from the last week of November 
until the beginning of March. “We are now 
reaping the reward of animals with a better 
FCR. The herd’s calf and weaning percen-
tage is above 88. The biggest damper on 
this figure is cattle theft.”

Two-year-old bulls are mated with stud 
and commercial females, and at three ye-
ars bulls are offered at the Rouvus annual 
production auction. With a Rouvus bull you 
get measured FCR with reliable breeding 
values. FCR has the most economic value 
in livestock farming. 

This year’s auction will be held on 21 
July at Kalkfontein, Ventersburg. Come and 
view the Rouvus Drakensberger breeding 
stock and meat-production traits. 

“Our heartfelt thanks to all our custo-
mers. We appreciate you chosing Rouvus 
breeding material,” says Gawie.

ENQUIRIES: Mr Gawie Roux, cellphone 083 264 
5487, or Frik Roux, cellphone 083 455 1264; 
email: rouvus@gmail.com.
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spreads the provision of calves to the 
Langspruit feedlot along with the cows’ 
calves over five months instead of the tradi-
tional three months a year,” explains Gert. 

“Heifers that calve for the first time then 
get an extra three months to recover before 
they are mated as cows.”

Heifers that don’t get pregnant during 
the first mating of 63 days are immediately 
culled, rounded off or slaughtered. Cows 
that skip a year are only mated once more 
and if they don’t get pregnant, they are 
culled along with the old cows.

SA VELD BULL TEST 
During the weaning period, a group of bull 
calves is selected for the annual SA Veld 
Bull Test that is done on the farm. From 
this, replacement bulls are selected for 
the herd. Thereafter, all weaners are sent 
to  growing-out camps. The feed intake of 
the calves is limited to prevent them from 
gaining too much weight, especially the 
heifers. Calves should not gain more than 
a kilogram per day.

“Calves are typically grown out to be-
tween 210 kg and 250 kg. Replacement 

heifers are selected after winter. Once the 
heifers are biologically ready and have rea-
ched a target weight of at least 320 kg, they 
will be mated for the first time,” says Gert.

The advantage of this method is that the 
remaining heifers are already grown out 
and adapted to the feedlot and they can 
then quickly be rounded off and slaughte-
red. “Instead of buying grazing at a high 
cost to further expand the herd, the capital 
is rather used to grow out animals in camps 
and to bring them into production sooner, 
so they can produce more meat quicker; 
thus increasing the turnover and produc-
tion of beef.” Langspruit regularly buys in 
top stud bulls to breed replacement heifers 
and herd sires. 

Koos very soon realised the value and 
importance of economies of scale, but 
everything he attempted has to be done 
within his abilities and control. This re-
mains Koos’s recipe for farming success.

ADDED VALUE 
Langspruit Estate produces grain, beef and 
broiler chickens. With the dissolution of 
marketing boards and the emphasis on the 
free market, the farm already started to 
add as much value as possible to the grain 
and meat that was being produced back in 
1996. That was when they started storing 
and marketing grain directly from the farm. 

Weaners are also finished in their feedlot 
and marketed directly. All raw materials, 
with the exception of protein concentra-
te, are grown by the farm and used in the 
feedlot. 

“If you retain control over what you 
produce, sell it when market prices are 
favourable and market it over a period of 
time, the average realised prices will be 
more profitable,” Gert emphasises. 

Today Langspruit markets directly to 
abattoirs, selected butcheries and retail 
stores.

The feed intake of the calves is limited to prevent them 
from gaining too much weight, especially the heifers.
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The management focus needed for his 
significant cropping enterprise makes the 
Drakensberger the perfect choice for Mr 
Johan Botha. It’s a breed that can take care 
of itself, he points out. 

The vet rarely  
calls at this farm

M
r Johan Botha farms with 
his two sons, Jannie and 
Izak, on Spandekroon 
near Standerton. He’s 
been farming Drakens-
bergers since 1975 but 
initially had two herds: 

Drakensbergers and Afrikaner-Devon.
Johan considers the Drakensberger a har-

dier breed, and because the farm also has 
quite a large cropping component, farming 
Drakensbergers works well for them. “The 
cattle take care of themselves. They don’t 
need a lot of looking after,” says Johan.

They have a stud, Janzak, and also farm 
beef commercially. They have about 2 500 
cows. They only breed bulls for themselves, 
but when they do buy bulls in, they buy the 
best they can find. Because they prefer to 
round off animals themselves, the farm JD 
Botha and Sons also has its own feedlot.

Jannie says while they mainly utilise na-
tural grazing, they do use their own maize 
in the feedlot ration. 

CROPPING COMPONENT
With crops being just as important as lives-
tock on the farm, the cattle don’t have the 
luxury of being pampered, especially when 
it comes to calving. “The animals are se-
lected according to certain strict criteria, 
and if the cow can or will not calve, she is 

marked and culled.” The heifers are first 
served at 18 months, although there are 
farmers who start this process even earlier. 

“Mainly because the heifer is so young 
when she’s first mated, conception is not 
always successful. We then give the heifer 
a second chance. But if she’s an older cow 
and doesn’t conceive, she gets culled,” Jo-
han says.

TOP LEFT: The Bothas farm together on 
Spandekroon near Standerton. From left are 
Messrs Jannie, Johan and Izak Botha.

TOP RIGHT: The Bothas breed bulls exclu-
sively for themselves, but also buy only the 
best bulls in for breeding purposes.

ABOVE: The reason the Bothas love the 
Drakensbergers is that the cattle practically 
take care of themselves and don’t need 
much looking after.
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Jannie explains that their breeding 
season is from October to January. “Each 
herd has a year number for record-keeping 
purposes. That way we know which bull 
is mated with which group. We also use a 
branding system and an ear tag.”

The weaning weight of the Bothas’ cattle 
starts from 210 kg, and they round off their 
animals themselves. The cattle are sold at 
470 kg. According to Johan they have an 
agent who recruits buyers and handles all 
the marketing.

DISCRIMINATION
Johan says they are satisfied with the cur-
rent beef price, but there was a time when 
their Drakensberger weaners were discri-
minated against. 

“That’s mainly why we started rounding 
off the cattle ourselves, because we realised 
that what was being said about the animals 
was simply not true. To test our theory, we 
even bought in calves of other breeds to 
compare their susceptibility to pneumonia, 
for instance.”

Jannie says they also have a herd of red 
Bovelders, and neither breed has a greater 
susceptibility to illness.

“Drakensbergers are some of the best, 
if not the best, mothers a calf in the veld 
could have. She looks after her calf herself 

and it seldom happens that a mother re-
jects her calf. Compared to other breeds, 
the Drakensberger also has a very good 
temperament,” Johan says.

Jannie says they have a vaccination pro-
gramme for black quarter and redwater, but 
he considers it a pretty common problem.

“Other diseases we look out for are lum-
py skin disease, rift valley fever, and ephe-
meral fever (or three-day stiff-sickness). We 
did get vaccine for it this year,” Johan says. 
“We’re vaccinating now, because we’re not 
keen on having these diseases in our herds. 
But at the moment it’s not really a problem 
for us.”

EXTERNAL PARASITES
Regarding its tolerance for external para-
sites such as ticks, the Drakensberger per-
forms very well. “It’s an indigenous breed. 
It is even fairly resistant to redwater. Other 
breeds are more susceptible,” says Johan. 

Jannie explains that they used to have 
two breeds that used to graze together at a 
time when ephemeral fever was a problem. 
“Not even 10% of the cattle that got sick 
were Drakensbergers. That’s because it’s 
an indigenous breed. Over the years it has 
built up a good resistance.

“It’s been a long time since there’s been a 
vet on the farm. If there’s a disease we don’t 
really know about, we’ll have the carcass 
tested, but we mostly treat the sick animals 
ourselves.”

The fact that they rarely need a vet con-

tributes to their success, as vet bills would 
have made their operation unprofitable, 
Johan says. “That and the fact that we now 
have the time to pay proper attention to 
the other parts of our farming operation.”

They artificially inseminate heifers at first 
mating, explains Jannie. “It’s easier to use 
AI with heifers, because you can synchroni-
se the process. A farm labourer and I do it. 

“Every day one has to check whether the 
heifers are ready and when they conceive. 
So we put Kamar stickers on their backs, 
so you know exactly when they’re ready 
for AI. Previously we were just wasting our 
time, because most of the time 50% of the 
heifers were not yet ready.”

Of the two brothers, Jannie most enjoys 
working with the cattle, while Izak enjoys 
the crops more. “But I enjoy the cattle too. 
We both jump in where we are needed,” 
Izak adds quickly.

Jannie says after leaving school both he 
and Izak went overseas for a while. “My 
brother was in England, and I was in the 
United States, where we worked on farms. 
Upon our return, we came to farm with 
our dad.”

Johan says there are many emerging 
farmers in the area who can’t necessarily 
afford to buy their own cattle. The Bothas 
have lent them cattle to build up a herd of 
their own, using a stud agreement.

“We don’t engage in a project like this 
very often, but in this case there was an 
opportunity to help someone else.” 

Mr Jannie Botha handles everything to do 
with the cattle on the farm.
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