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The WO Beefmaster stud herd is one of the finest in the country, thanks to 
a sound approach to breeding, feeding and managing cattle on sourveld, 
and incorporating early calving, early weaning, the benefits of heterosis and 
ruthless selection. Willem and Frans Odendaal told Chris Nel how they do it.

How WO Beefmasters 
breed winners

The WO BeeFMaster stud herd, 
one of the finest Beefmaster herds 
in the country, is run as part of a 
mixed farming enterprise on uitkyk 

and a number of adjoining sourveld farms 

in the Vrede district in the eastern Free sate. 
the Odendaals – father Willem and sons 
Cloete and Frans – consider themselves 
grass farmers who market their annual 
veld biomass in the form of beef, using a 
type of cow adapted to this environment 
and their production system to sustainably 
produce the maximum beef per hectare.

the herd currently consists of 750 
Beefmaster cows and 250 heifers. 

In establishing it around 23 years ago, 
Willem Ondendaal faced a problem. 
the late Pieter Bosch had recently 
introduced the breed to south africa 

from Zimbabwe, but there was an 
acute shortage of good breeding stock 
in south africa to build up herds. 

In response, Willem used selected Bos 
indicus and Bos taurus crossbred cows, 
inseminated with imported semen from 
the finest Beefmaster bulls in the us, as 
the genetic foundation for a programme 
to upgrade his herd to full Beefmaster. 

heterosis (hybrid vigour) was as 
popular then as it is now, and Willem 
used it to breed the type of animal 
best suited to, and capable of really 
profitable beef production in the Vrede 
environment and his production system. 

Later, he also started using his own bulls 
bred on the farm for aI and natural service.

Strict genetic criteria
Fertility is the single most important 
selection criterion in the WO Beefmaster 
herd – a heifer must calve at two years and 
once a year thereafter, or be slaughtered. 
to achieve and maintain this, the breeding 

programme rests on the three pillars of 
genetics, nutrition and management. “to 
maintain and even improve our herd’s 
fertility and rapidly introduce new genetics, 
we’ve been using two-year-old bulls for 
around 20 years, and selecting our heifers to 
calve at two years since 1993,” Frans explains.

“By using only one summer breeding 
season of only six weeks, we emphasise 
selection for fertility and quick, early 
conception. We have now reached the point 
where up to 60% of the females calve in the 
first three weeks of the calving season.

“the breeding season starts in the early 
summer, when females are synchronised 
and artificially inseminated. In 2008, 
we used only fresh semen tapped from 
two selected 15-month-old bulls, 
evaluated beforehand for quality. 

“Both bulls were weaned at 65% of 
their dams’ weight and had a scrotum 
circumference of more than 40cm at 12 
months. the conception rate with the 

The Odendaals estimate that with heifers calving at two years, the herd will contain twice as 
many pregnant animals in nine years as a herd whose heifers first calve at three years.
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‘Criteria include adaptability, 
hardiness and calving ease.’



initial aI straw was above 65%. Females 
not conceiving were inseminated again 
21 days later. Bulls served the remaining 
few not conceiving to increase the total 
breeding season conception rate. 

the conception rate of cows between 
four and nine years old is 95%, for two- to 
three-year-old cows it’s 76%, and for first-calf 
heifers 80%. the total herd average was 85%. 

the few females not conceiving were 
culled. this optimises the fertility of 
medium-frame cows averaging 500kg 
in the herd, making it possible to rapidly 
introduce new genetics into the system 
and speed up genetic progress.

“Our selection criteria for breeding 
animals also include the characteristic 
Bos indicus traits of adaptability, 
hardiness and calving ease. all the bulls 
we use have exceptional performance-
tested figures and many are trait 
leaders in the Beefmaster breed.” 

Of the annual bull calf crop, around 20% 
are sold at the WO Beefmaster production 
sale on the farm in august every year. Culled 
animals are rounded off in an on-farm 
feedlot with the capacity for 1 000 cattle and 
sold directly, generally to local abattoirs.

Nutrition on sourveld
Optimally profitable year-round beef 
production on sourveld is problematic, 
requiring the diet of specific production 
groups to be supplemented with selected 
nutrients at certain times of the year. 

For two decades, Molatek has been an 
important factor in the WO Beefmaster 
herd’s nutrition. the Molatek team of 
Joel herholdt, Vlok Ferreira and Gawie 
Gertenbach have helped ensure the heifers 
are ready to calve at two years, females 
come into breeding condition quickly 
and bulls are properly rounded off. 

Using cutting-edge technology
as the science behind beef cattle breeding 
is continually advancing, WO Beefmasters 
decided to embark on a directed dNa 
evaluation programme. In February this 
year, they sampled the dNa of 50 bulls and 
sent the material to australia to be tested 
with in Genestar technology for nett feed 
intake, meat tenderness and marbling. 

the results were truly remarkable. 
On average, seven stars were awarded 
for nett feed intake (15 bulls scored 
eight stars) showing that the herd is 
undoubtedly on the correct course. 

after 30 years of line breeding, animals 
were well-adapted, fertile and able to 
produce economically, as they should. 
What’s also remarkable is that the bulls 

that received eight stars all come from 
good mothers that had a calf-to-cow 
ratio of above 60% at weaning. 

as rising land prices place an increasing 
pressure on the profitability of extensive 
beef production, such genetic material 
enables the Odendaals to utilise available 
resources more efficiently, to produce 
more beef on the same area of land.

Contact WO Beefmasters at  
(058) 913 1839 (Willem), 082 348 9555  
(Cloete) or 072 214 6300 (Frans), or  
e-mail varsfonteinbeef@telkomsa.net 
or janineodendaal@hotmail.com, 
or franso@vkb.co.za.

This article has been cut due to lack of  
space. For the full version contact Auriel 
Mitchley at Farmer’s Weekly on (011) 889 0796 
or e-mail aurielm@caxton.co.za, or contact 
the Beefmaster Cattle Breeders Society on 
086 111 3144, fax 086 111 3144, or e-mail 
beefmastersa@telkomsa.net.     |fw
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Heifers must calve at two years, and once a 
year thereafter or be slaughtered. Culling 
means new genetics are introduced quickly.

Willem, Frans and Cloete Odendaal manage 
the stud as a family enterprise. Willem has 
more than 40 years’ experience in extensive 
beef breeding. Renowned animal scientist 
and cattleman Dr Herman Venter taught him 
to select functionally efficient animals as it 
takes time to breed functionality into a herd. 

All three Odendaals have visited the 
Lasater Ranch, home of the Beefmaster 
breed, in the US. Willem and Cloete are 
senior Beefmaster selectors, while Cloete 
also serves on the Beefmaster Council. 

The Odendaals received the prestigious 
Molatek Beef Cattle Breeder of the 
Year award in September 2008.

a Beefmaster dynasty

‘After 30 years of line breeding, 
animals were well-adapted.’

Principles of the WO 
Beefmaster breeding 
programme:

Reproduction is five times 
as important as growth.

Fast-growing bulls – capable of an 
average daily gain over 2kg – are selected.

Bulls must be early maturing and 
reach early sexual maturity.

In a breeding season of only 45 days, 
heifers must calve at the age of two 
years and every year thereafter.
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