
Hi Pierre, just some background information: I farm with my father Donnie Holmes 

on 3 000 ha in the Tweespruit district of the eastern Free State. It is a mixed farming 

operation consisting of approximately 1 500 ha arable land, the marginal sections of 

which have been planted to Smutsfinger pasture, and the rest of which is rotated 

annually between maize, sunflower and oats for green feed. The remaining 1 500 ha is 

natural veld grazing consisting of predominantly Themeda triandra or Rooigras. It is 

a family farm which has been farmed by the Holmeses since 1903. 

 
 

Cross-breeding with Beefmasters 

Our original herd was purchased from a neighbouring farmer and consisted of fifty 

cows, all of which were Afrikander/Shorthorn/Hereford cross-types, along with two 

purebred Hereford bulls. Due to the purchase of the Hereford bulls, and the fact that 

the cow herd already contained a relatively strong influence of  Bos-taurus/European 

breeds from the Hereford and Shorthorn, two purebred Bonsmara bulls were also 

purchased. Although historically a composite breed and not strictly Bos-indicus, it 

was felt that the genetic composition of the Bonsmara still offered sufficient genetic 

variation from the European genes to yield satisfactory hybrid vigour.  

 

For many years we used only Hereford and Bonsmara bulls, but since around 2001 we 

have been phasing out the Bonsmara bulls and replacing them with Beefmaster bulls. 

Reasons for this include the opening of new conveniently-situated Beefmaster studs in 

our area, and also our personal opinion that the national average prices for Bonsmara 

bulls was becoming artificially inflated due to new role-players in that market. A 

three-breed composite such as the Beefmaster, alone offers 63% retained 

heterosis, delivering excellent weaner-calves and replacement heifers of extremely 

high quality. When cross-bred with a breed of European origin, such as Hereford-type 

cows, the results are impressively visible in the offspring. 

 

 

From the beginning, the herd had to be simple to manage and care for under extensive 

conditions. Simplifying our management includes the way in which cows of differing 

type are graded for the different breeds of bulls. Our herd contains no purebred cows, 

so the cows are simply separated on the basis of visual appraisal, based on their 

similarity to a particular breed. Originally, cows with a Hereford white-face or strong 

Shorthorn colouration were simply put to Bonsmara bulls, whilst the cows with 

predominantly brown faces were covered by Hereford bulls. The HV in calves born 

of Beefmaster bulls on Hereford-type cows is simply impressive.  

 

The herd currently stands at approximately 400 breeding cows, with the 

Bonsmara/Beefmaster-type cows being covered by Hereford bulls, and the Hereford-

type cows covered by Beefmaster bulls. Grading of the cows is still done on basis of 

visual appraisal only. Our herd has a single annual breeding season which lasts from 

December 1
st 

 until February 1
st
. Cows are culled annually based on conception, and 

then any other undesirable characteristics. We’ve still got two Bonsmara bulls serving 

but this is probably their last breeding season.    

 

One area where HV is very effective on our particular crosses is in the elimination of 

the “pink-eye” trait of Herefords. Calves which are born with a white face more often 

than not have a ring of brown hair around both eyes, with brown pigmentation in the 



sensitive skin surrounding the eyes. This darker pigmentation greatly reduces eye 

sensitivity to the sun, and the eyes also seem to be less sensitive to infections. From a 

management point of view, this effect of HV has significantly cut time and costs 

involved in dealing with and treating problematic eyes in the herd.  

 

The cross-breeding programme is also allowing for the relatively rapid eradication of 

horned animals in the herd. As the naturally-polled trait has a heritability of 100%, 

naturally-polled Hereford and Beefmaster bulls produce a naturally-polled calf, the 

majority of which will have dark pigmentation around their eyes! As this naturally-

polled trait trickles down into the cows as well, its rate of heritability is exponential 

and relatively rapid progress is being made in eliminating horned animals. The 

elimination of horns in the herd greatly reduces stress and handling times of the cows 

and improves ease of management. Much time, effort and stress is also saved with 

naturally-polled weaner-calves which do not need to be de-horned. 

 

One important thing to keep in mind about Beefmaster is that the three-breed 

composites, like Beefmasters (comprised of Hereford, Shorthorn and Brahman), retain 

their heterosis even when re-bred. This means you can come back generation after 

generation with Beefmasters, and the jump from hybrid vigour remains in the cattle 

at 63%, generation after generation. This is a huge advantage over a straight-bred 

system. 

 

Our aim is to breed fertile cows and weaner calves with the above-mentioned positive 

visual and physical traits, which wean as heavily as possible with maximum 

resistance to illnesses and diseases under extensive conditions, and a minimal 

management requirement. At present this particular cross-breeding system is 

performing very well in this region. It is producing medium-frame, environmentally 

well-adapted cows with high fertility rates, high milk yields and calves which exhibit 

extremely favourable growth and visual conformation characteristics, and which are 

in high demand by our market, the feedlots.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


