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EXPERIENCES M'D EXPEP.ll1Et\.IIT'S OF A PRACI'ICAL FARMER ON A KARIm FK~ ----,--_. ---
David and Rol y Kirigvlill 

This is not an attempt to lay down a blueprint for Labour Management but a simple 

recounting of the experiences and practice on one farm. The farm is CjQrdonville, 

7000 hectares of mountainous country in the Sneeuberg near Graaff-Reinet. 

Though most of the experiences took place on this farm, part of the story takes 

,place on an earlier farm, Westaway in Middelburg. The development of the changes 

in Labour relations and the reasons for this change will be sketched. There 

are a number of convictions and conclusions which are arrived at - but it"must be 

understood that they are a result of personal observation and experience and 

not meant to be a dogmatic assertion. 

Early training had taught that the farmer must be "strictU and the farm was run 

on the lines of a boos (whose word was law) and workers (who were there to work) . 

No interest was taken in the man or his family once work had stopped. Rules 

were strictly enforced. Men who overstepped the mark were summarily dismissed 

and others hired in their places. Because the staff were not trustworthy, locks 

on all doors had to be present where anything of value was kept. Theft was 

punishable by dismissal. 

The result of this was a high labour turnover, little co-operation, and no 

initiative. Because of the high turnover, and the realisation that a family 

could be 'put on the road' at the whim of boss who could be swayed by temper, 

there was no sense of security for the staff. If they stole, it was merely 

consicered as fair garre until t.~ey were caught - and then it would IDe<m moving 
J, 

on again! Also, there were few men who learned their jobs properly or could 

be depended upon if trouble arose - which meant insecurity for the boss as well! 
;\ 

Sirr:e it did not matter whether a labourer took interest or not; or whether., 

he did his work well or not, they tried to do as little as they could get away 

l 
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with - and never more than their orders demanded. No man would volunteer, • 

for instance, that sheep were dying of hunger if their commands had been to 

chec;< u? on the WATER supply. For such men, too, wages were kept at t.he 

J.uinimum t.hat could be paid and still obtain labour. 

In the 1930' s it becarre clear that this was not the way to go about things. 

It was decided to put the whole labour situation - indeed the whole fanning 

enterprise ~ on a new basis. This new basis was rooted, firstly, in the 

realisation tha~ every farm - and eV8ry family - is part of the fabric of the 

nation. If we 'V-7anted to see the country different, the place to start was with 

ourselves: our farm, our living, our relat.ionships. The staff were called 

together and told of the new decision~ t.~at we wanted to fa:r:n WITH them in the 
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future; that no man would need live in fear of dismissal for minor infringe-

ments or because of temper or m:mentary anger. If a man did his work responsibly, 

he could knCM that he had a permanenthane - even if times on the farm became 

bad. Apologies were made as boss for the times that there had been unfair 

treatment. 
\ 

Same of the thoughts and motivations for the change in management's attitude 

('ould possibly be surrmarised, partly, as follows: 

1. The farm must be seen as a unit. vJithin that unit, there must be the 

sense of a oammunity and of belonging together. Jealousies and other 

relationship problems arise which must be dealt with continuously. In 

2. 

this respect, rrore staff are, probably, carried on the farm than "econanically 

sound" . Yet, it is clear that they need to have a social li~e. If there 

are too few families, there can be little social life. 

Being a stock farm, we needed to have men and women who knew the stock and 

the problems of stock farming. Unlike 'agricultural' farms where formal 

training in machinery or crops could aid a casual labourer in doing the 

job adequately, Stock farms need people who have grown up with the "animals, 

and know their ways. The best men will be those who have grown up on the 

farm and know its ways. Everything must thus be done to have a settled 

and satisfied farm camrrunity. 

3. Housing needs to be adequate and canfortable; at least in keeping wi th t..~e' 

standard of living of the workers. Since one of the goals we set ourselves 
., 

was to constantly upgrade the standard of living, it meant always improving 

the houses. Fran one and two-roaned shacks, decent homes were built or 

existing ones improved so that three, four and five-roomed houses nCM 

exist (depending on the size of the family). All have ceilings and windCMs 

that can open and close ~ 

subsidy for such work. 

This was, of course, before farmers could get 

4. Wages were revised and the quality of food available and on ration was improved. 

It was realised.that intellgent beings could not develop unless there was 

adequate and sufficient food. Each family head received ',about 40 polmds, 

11>f JYleat per rronth, wit..'!! young men receiving CI.!l. e..xtra 10 pounds. It also 

meant a new ap~Jroach in the payment of wages. iDans were advanced for 
; 

worthwhile purchases (furniture etc.) . A' bonus' system was introduced 

where a man could earn more by doing more. For instance the shepherd earns 

a certain extra arrount depending on the number of laIDbs weaned, etc. 
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5. The need for education of the children on the farm was recognised. A teacher 

was hired (though not qualified) and the children given basic training in 0, 

the 3 R's. In the 1950's the schCOlwas recognised by the authorities 

and we were helped in financing a more qualified teacher. In 1970 it was 
l 

re-graded as a Coloured school, and taken under the wing of the Dept. of 

Coloured Affairs, who keep a close watch on the progress of the 22 children 

(ours and neighbours') under their care. 

It was realised, though, that education of the child should not merely end 
"-- . 

wi th the 3 R' s, but should encourage spiritual and Iroral educ::ation as well. 

This rreant, though, that we could not live one way and expect our st~ff to 0 
.f 

live another! For instance, since we wanted to help those who had a problem 

with too Imlch drink, it rreant we had to seriously change our 0Nl1 use of liquor. i 

6. No man or woman could feel a sense of responsibility or pride in their home -

or the rest of the farm - unless they had the feeling of sec-uri ty; they 

. needed to feel and know that they and their children would have the benefits 

of their care and labour. 

7. Wi thout motivation and purpose, it could not be expected of men to perform 0 

efficiently and responsibly. r~re and more responsibility was pla6ed on the 

rren themselves. With this grew respect for them as personalities ~ as 

op];X)sed to the approach that they were merely hands to do OUR work. ;' 

Economic experts have repeatedly condemned our approach as being 'unbusinesslike'. 

This of course is largely true. However, we reject the concept that the 

farmer is thereto make as Imlch as possible for himself and his family out of the 

land. The farm was seen as a trust to be farmed for the good of the nation 

as a whole. Soil conservation principles (a new thought in the 1930's) 
.: 

were accepted and put into practice. 

world-wide. 

Today, those prinCiples are accepted 

Just as today we will have to look very closely at some of the so-called econcrnic 

truths that we all accept so blindly. We sa\V the matter as follows: the farm 

is part of the Nation, and the task of the farmer is to feed, clothe, arid house 

the Nation. It did not make sense that farmers push their responsibilities onto 

the urban communities. By following a policy that would diminish the rural 

labour force, we believed that it would only bring greater problems later. 

the other hand, if there were a shortage of labour in the cities, their 'wage 
, 

OnGD 

scales and living conditions would attract the rural workers in the fuli.ness of 

time. 
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Favi:i1g a fairly large staff has enabled us to run the school - but also social 

li=e on the farm is fairly active. A soccer team has been playing local sides for 

many years (including some town sides) and has not lost a match since 1964! A 

movie projector, bought from farm funds is used regularly to show rrovies of 

an eclucational nature to packed audiences in the shearing shed. Choirs, singing 

groups, and budding actors perfonn at Church functions, birthdays and weddings! 

They arrange bazaars to raise funds for church and school - all group actions that 

are necess~ to weld a community tocJether. 

• Before I leave the subject of "too many staff", I would like to raise the matter 

of increasing mechanisation in Agriculture: there ~ areas of Agriculture that 

must, surely, be mechanised to a greater degree. However, Western countries are 

increasingly being made aware of shortc~ngs in this sphere. If we are to 

avert catastrophe in Africa, we will have to find new ways of producing food cn 

the land. The technology of using available resources instead of relying 

• 

on i.IrqJorts - both of machines ,fuel and experts, as well as fertilisers and 

seeds - needs far more emphasis in the context of Southern African conditions. 

With new nations emerging on our bOrders, this must be studied by experts. 

The results of the change in attitudes and the way of doing things were not immediate 

in all respects 0 However, a sense of trust began to develop between both boss 

and staff, and between er!1ployers themselves. In point of fact, out of a staff 

today of 10 families (workforce of 16) only two were not actually born on the 

farm. One carne in 1938, and the other Qame to the school as a boy of 8, and 

then joined our staff in 1960 after passing Std 6 in town. With few exceptions, 

these are responsible men and women who take ini tiati ve even when the boss is 

away! Obviously, there are problem cases as well. It would be naive to suggest 

that we have no troubles at all. These will be discussed later; but basically 

CD there is great pride in their homes and in the running of the farm itself. 

We have tried to create careers for men in the different aspects of the farm. 

~.ttlemen, sheepnen, tractor drivers, gardeners etc. are encouraged to learn more 

abot:;t their 'profession', and appear to take pride in their work. An example 

cf the responsible action took place in 1966 (the worst drought in the history 

of the fann); I was at a Congress whi.ch took me away for sane days. The 

windmill that feeds all the troughs on the main block of lands broke. The men 

simply pulled up the windmill, diagnosed a broken red, and reported the matter 

to my wife. I had earlier forbidden the use of the weldin,} equip:nent since none 

had been trained in its use. They asked my wife's permission to attempt its 

use since the rod HAD to be welded. By the time I returned, the water was once 

,-
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more flowing and a serious loss had been averted. In earlier years, they would 

simply have reported the matter and sat around for the boss to give the 

necessary orders. 

Drunkenness, irresponsibility, jealousies, squabbles etc. do still arise. They are 

realities and will probably always be with us - in every community of any race 

or creed. However, since we ourselves had taken certain decisions on the use 

of alcohol, we could offer help. It is true to say that certain ~n on the farm 

do not dri~ at all, and it is also true that the.incidence of drunkenness is 

very low. We learned to talk to the staff as men and wanen with needs, hopes, 0 
fears and aspirations Imlch like our awn. A greater understanding·has developed 

cmd they realised that we actually did care what happened to them as people. 

The fact that (with few exceptions) they can all read and write helps in this 

respect: written instructions can be left or sent, information can also be 

carried across more readily. One of the worker's wives is in charge of the 

farm store, writing everything dawn as they buy it, and totally responsible for 

the store. In fact, the only doors and cupboards that are locked on the farm 

are locked at the insistence of the staff themselves. True enough, there is 

probably same leak in petty pilfering - and we have certainly had some cases -

but our task is still seen as one of upliftment and training. Those who have 

rssponded positively and responsibly have made up much for those who have not! 

.. 

o 
". 

Some years ago, a number of young men (sane with families) left for the cape (where 

they believed they could earn 'big money I ) • 

asked for his job back during the last years. 

Every single one has returned, and 

Same lasted only 2 months before 

tbey returned. Of course, we can only take responsibility for a limited number, 

and sane had to be told that we could no longer employ them since they had lost 

+-..heir privileges when they left us. Just so, we allow families to naninate 

who of their sons will remain on the farm. Others simply have to seek work on 

other farms or the towns. 

Where older tradition was that men simply 'took' wanenand liveC. with then, since 

the regular church services and the awareness of other values, every family is 

married in the church, al'1d parents insist on their children being christened and 

married proper ~y . This makes for a much more stable and peaceful society. We 

do not suggest that all 'liaisons' have been stopped. 

Christian marriage and sound homes has been accepted. 

However, a pattern of 

- -- ----- -~----- ~~~~~~---------~~----~~~~~~ .... 



6. 

Salaries are based on a number of factors. We have through the years attempted 

" e to pay men according to both ability and need. It seems important to make 

sure that each man is doing the job in which he is both canpetent and interested. 

The Chamber of Mines (and other Big Business) has long since seen the value 

of assessing the potential employees for their ability. One only needs to 

spend a morning at a mine training centre to see how thorough each prospective 

miner is tested before he is hired, and before his salary and career are decided 

upon. We in Agriculture have been satisfied to take what we can get, pay 

whatever wage will be accepted - and then are surprised when we find efficiency 

Gt and ability lacking. 

My wife I s training and my interest in this aspect led to the drawing up of 

a I point scoring I of workers - and potential workers - on the land. We have 

taken into account the traditional values of Status (age, marital status, years 

qf emplo~ent etc.) and canbined them with other factors. Some of these are 

objectively measured, while a mnnber have still to be subjectively assessed. 

Since training and trainabili ty are of value to the fanner, about ~ of the total 

points are fran this category. There is a simple "Trainabili ty Test" developed 

• by the National Institute for Personnel Research", called the "Forms Series Test" 

which assesses the trainability of a worker. This has been included, although 

• 

, 
it is obvious that not all fanners would have a::c ess to a qualified test user. 

Yet it is important to know whether a worker has train~ili ty or not. 

Character has also been assessed. In this we have considered Responsibility, 

Honesty, Leadership, Initiative, etc. An extra loading has been given to the 
l 

character I reliability I bringing the possible score here also up to ~ of the,.: 

total. It is our belief that remuneration should take these character traits 

into account . 

Then, the matter of experience and knowledge of the various fann jobs. For 

those who have not had fornal training, the skills picked up through the years 
" 

can be assessed here. As they show more ability in more aspects of fann work, 

so their salaries can be adjusted. This will motivate those who want to earn 

rrore. 

Certain specialised skills can be weighed separately. Men with the ability 

I (9 to fence, build, shear, drive machines etc. should be paid higher salaries than 
I 

those without these abilities. However, these skil.ls can be paid and assessed 

differently, since they are skills that can be put into use on specific jobs.'and 
t 
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paid accordingly. For instance the expert sheep-shearer is paid extra for every 

sheep shorn, while the fencer gets a pre-arranged bonus on the arrount. of 

fencing done. 

hours. 

Such men can thus earn more by working quicker or for longer 

We assessed all our men using the scoresheet. The resulting scores were compared 

to the salaries at present in force - and were found to correspond exactly: 

the highest scoring men were being paid the highest salaries. It is our belief 

that, when men know hCMtheir salaries are assessed, they will be motivated to 

01 

improve on those areas where they might be lCM scorer:s. This will encourage 0 
those aspects which mean most to the fanner as well. 

Fanners are so often criticised for the lCM wages paid - but it must be borne 

in mind that many of the farm workers are extremely low in production. If we 

are to pay "a fair day's wage for a fair day's work", we will have to insist 

on the converse: the fair day's work for that pay! How we css'ess what that 

day's work should be is important. 

While we do not suggest that this scoring system is fool-proof (indeed it neros 

much thought yet) it is a start in the direction that we must take if we want 

to improve the efficiency of our staff as well as their wages. Of course, 

salary alone does not decide the man's happiness. He must be given a sense 

of belonging and purpdse. 

To Slllll up, a few points that we feel are of importance in the matter of labour 

relations, motivation, and remuneration on our farm: 

1 . Attitudes and habits of the boss are of great :imp::)rtance. Undisciplined, 

o 

drunk, or lazy bosses are not likely to motivate discipline and responsibility: e 

2. Spiritual and !!Oral values must be encouraged. Like all· people, they have 
I 

great need of spiritual stimulation. They take t~eir church seriously if 

given the chance. 

3. Men and wanen on the staff must know that they are trusted with both goods 

and responsibility and that their ideas are respected. Often they can 

suggest better ways of doing a particular job than the boss thought of in 

the first place. 
J. 
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4. There nrust be a relatiom;hip which allows for discussions on problems that 

arise: wages, work hcurs, housing etc. - as well as the squabbles. that often 

develop between themselves. 

5. Profit (in tenus of the econanist!) cannot be the only criterion. The Iren 

and women on the farm must be seen as assets to build upon - not as problems 

that must be dealt with~ 

6. Social life is important. It is necessary to cater for as many social 

• opportuni ties as possible. Use of funn sheds, loan of vehicles, lifts to 

town, shopping opportunities etc. nrust be seen as part of their wages and 

are necessary for satisfaction. 

• 

Ie 

7. A fair day's wage for a fair day's work - but there nrust be adjustments for 

responsibility, training, honesty, etc. 

for advancement. 

They nrust feel that there is scope 

Finally we must emphasise again that we do not presume to have found a~l the 

answers - nor even touched on all the problems; We have, though, seen the 

grcwth in character and understanding in a large number of fann workers and 

believe it has been well worth the trouble. 

David M. Kin~lWill 
Gordonville 
POBox J_55 
Graaff-Reinet 
6280 

\. 
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2. Marital Ste tus 

3. Employment span 

STATUS SCORE 

4. School Standard 

5. Special Trajnjng 
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10. Leadership 

11. Initiative 
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__ CHARACTER SCORE . 

I 
1-6. Sheepwork 

17. Other stock 

18. Studwork 

I 

4 t 
I 

4 ! 
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f! ~ 

j: : , ; 

" / 
I 
I 

I j I 
t I I 

j 19. Wool sorting 4 i . .. -. . I . ... . , . ... . • l • 
! 

I I ! I & •• i. .: ... t .... , .... 

I 
20. Handwork ,. 4: I t i 

. .:. . ... . . 
, . ~ ; j i 1 ' 

21. CroT"'vork' 4. t l: r ,l : I'; ~ 
tt 22. Spadework ,. 4! I I ;! j. .' 1 . ! ! 

t1 23. Gardening 4 1 I ~ : l i r !! 
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24. I1echrulical 

25. Driving 

26. Fencing 

27. Building . . . . . . . .... . 
28. Shearing 

29. Milking 

30. Other Skills 
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