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It is the best reflection of her 
productivity and adaptation. 

SA Stud Book figures 
show that the average 
Beefmaster cow weighs 
512kg, and the average 
weaning weight of bull 
and heifer calves is 236kg. 
While this WWR average 

of 46% is excellent, it varies 
according to the environment 

and from year to year. 
Gilbert and Burnett have 

found that medium-framed cows 
with sufficient milk produce 
most sustainably. Using their 
cattle management programme, 
they sort cows according to 
production, from the heaviest 
to the lightest weaners. This 
has shown that the top milk-
producing cows consistently 
have a higher intercalving period 
than those that produce less 
milk. For this reason, they are 
more likely to be culled for not 
conceiving than the medium 
and poorer milk producers are.

In the 1970s and 1980s, Arthur 
Gilbert tried various crosses 
to establish the family beef 

enterprise on the farm Ottershaw.
The crossbred progeny 

performed well, thanks to 
hybrid vigour. But by the 
late 1980s, the cows were all 
crossbreeds and the effort 
needed to ‘correctly’ crisscross 
breeds was becoming greater.

To solve the problem, the pair 
decided to simplify their system 
by using a single, composite 
breed, the Beefmaster, and in 1990 
founded Ottershaw Beefmaster 
Stud. They started with 
90 selected F1 females approved 
by the Beefmaster Cattle 
Breeders’ Society of South Africa, 
and today run a 600-strong herd.

Until his recent retirement, well-
known consultant Erwin Church 
advised them on their selection. 

THE SIX ESSENTIALS
Ottershaw adheres to the 
philosophy of the Six Essentials, 

espoused by Beefmaster 
founder Tom Lasater.

As the Beefmaster 
originated from a three-way 
cross that retained sufficient 
heterosis, they expected 
the resulting Beefmaster 
progeny to possess similar 
hybrid vigour to that of the 
previously crisscrossed herd. 

Successful beef production, 
whether in a stud or commercial 
herd, depends on the quality of 
the females: a cow that produces a 
healthy calf every year is far more 
valuable than one that produces 
a very heavy weaner in one 
year, then struggles to conceive 
the next calf. And to perform 
efficiently, it is crucial that a cow 
be well adapted in terms of size 
and type to her environment. 

Next to fertility, the most 
important of Lasater’s Six 
Essentials is a cow’s weaning 
weight ratio (WWR), the weight 
of the weaned calf as a percentage 
of the cow’s weight at weaning. 

ABOVE: 
Arthur Gilbert has 
found that top milk-
producing cows 
are not necessarily 
more efficient. 
In his stud, they 
often have a longer 
intercalving period 
than cows that 
produce less milk. 
ARTHUR GILBERT

Since 1990, Arthur Gilbert of the Ottershaw Beefmaster Stud and his brother-in-law, Dan Burnett, 
have been breeding Beefmasters near Westminster in the Free State. Their straightforward cattle 
management programme has produced hardy, adaptable and efficient animals.

Beefmaster keeps it simple!
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the risk that his female progeny 
will have small pelvic openings.

A female must be correct 
and feminine, with a slim 
neck, a wedge shape from 
front to back, and no excessive 
muscling. A Beefmaster should 
have plenty of skin, and poor 
temperament is not tolerated. 
The pair are also trying to 
increase the herd’s polled factor.

Heifers are calved at 30 months. 
Should they not conceive in time, 
they are sold. Those that do calve 
at 30 months are given a gap, and 
are expected to calve again at 
four years. Thereafter, they are 
expected to calve annually; any 
cow that fails to do so is culled.

Bull calves are evaluated 
at weaning, 12 months and 
18 months. Those kept in the 

BELOW: 
The bull OT 15 131, 
one of the animals 
that will be on offer 
at the Ottershaw 
annual auction on 
8 August 2018.
AndRÉ pREToRIUs

According to Gilbert, this shows 
that excessive milk production 
can reduce sustainability 
under their farm conditions. 

“Breeders should be very 
careful about selecting 
animals for high body weight 
or high milk production on 
BLUP figures,” he adds.

He quotes well-known Dohne 
Merino breeder Lionel de la Harpe:  
“Every increase in a production 
trait or characteristic when 
using resources will reduce 
biological fitness. The increased 
production uses resources 
that were previously used 
to maximise fitness.”

VISuAL ApprAISAL
Efficient reproduction and 
production alone are not 
enough; visual appraisal 
is essential. A bull must be 
structurally and functionally 
sound, and have a strong head, 
good length and depth, and 
sufficient muscling and bone. 

Gilbert and Burnett believe that 
overemphasis on using a bull 
with a low birthweight poses 
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‘an increase in 
a production 
trait reduces 

biological 
fitness’ 

herd are available to be sold as 
three-year-olds at Ottershaw’s 
annual auction in August. The 
progeny of the heifer mating 
season are sold at 30 months old. 

Gilbert says the breed’s large 
average herd size benefits 
commercial farmers, as it indicates 
excellent selection pressure on 
potential sires. It also suggests 
that the average Beefmaster herd 
is run on a relatively large and 
extensive commercial scale. 

Gilbert and Burnett feel that 
the current high price for red 
meat gives crop farmers an ideal 
opportunity to expand their herds 
and counter low grain prices.

BEEfmASTEr SocIETy Tour
Members can join an annual tour 
that visits a number of breeders 
in different provinces. This gives 
them the chance to compare 
animals and learn from each other.
• Phone Arthur Gilbert 
on 082 578 0801, or visit 
ottershawbeefmasters.com. Phone the 
Beefmaster Cattle Breeders’ Society 
of South Africa on 051 410 0935, or 
email beefmastersa@stemma.co.za.


