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In 1837 a blacksmith named John Deere from Illinois in the US noticed 
that farmers in his region had trouble with ploughs designed for 
sandier soils. He came up with a new design that solved some of these 
problems and started to focus his business on agriculture. John Deere 
built 10 ploughs in 1839; 75 in 1841; and 100 in 1842. By 1858 the 
then established company came under managerial control of the 21-
year-old Charles Deere. He ran the company for the next 49 years.  

The history of John Deere equipment in South Africa started with a 
shipwreck in 1878 off the Eastern Cape coast. Two John Deere Prairie 
Queen walking ploughs were recovered from the shipwreck and were 
sold at an auction held by J. Stirk, to George Knott of Botha’s Post, 
Victoria East.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

  

 

John Deere established a more lasting presence in South Africa some 
40 years later through the Johannesburg-based importer, Dunell, 
Ebden & Company in the 1920s. This is remarkable, in that for the first 
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hundred years of its existence, John Deere operated almost entirely in 
the United States. 
 

 

In 1930, John Deere acquired one-half interest in Dunell, Ebden & 
Company, making John Deere one of a small group of American 
companies doing business in South Africa at the time. In 1939, P. 
Andrag & Sons of Cape Town became the next dealership doing 
business with John Deere.  
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Sales momentum outside the US stalled during World War Two and 
after the war John Deere had a huge backlog of orders from countries 
around the world. It took until the 1950s for John Deere to catch up 
with export orders.  
 
By the early 1960s market share in South Africa was marginal: 4% for 
tractors and less for implements. In 1962, John Deere purchased a 
75% interest in South African Cultivators (Proprietary) Ltd., which had 
annual sales of nearly US$1 million. Founded in 1949, the company 
was located in Nigel, 65km southeast of Johannesburg. Founder Nils 
Gregerson was retained as CEO, and the name changed to John Deere-
Bobaas (Proprietary) Limited. Deere tillage equipment was soon 
introduced, and assembly of small tractors began to supplement large 
tractors, which were shipped to South Africa fully assembled. Market 
share rose, up to 8% in 1967. Since 1967, all products offered in the 
South African market were sold as John Deere-branded products. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Nigel John Deere plant in 1970 
 
In the early 1970s, manufacturing capacity at the Nigel plant expanded 
to accommodate increasing demand for tillage equipment such as disc 
ploughs, moldboard ploughs, disc harrows, cultivators, planters and 
hammer mills. South African customers purchased most of the 
manufactured equipment, with some exports to Namibia, Zambia, 
Zimbabwe and Mozambique. During this period, Deere successfully 
negotiated with Middle Eastern countries for several export deals for 
tillage and planting equipment. 
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During the 1970s the Nigel manufacturing plant employed around 320 
people with around 55 people at the branch. In 1973, sales in South 
Africa reached US$20 million, or 1% of total international sales.  
 
In the 1980s, several new tillage products were developed to support 
the growing business in utility, mid- and large-series tractors.  
 
The Nigel manufacturing operation expanded to include a new tractor 
assembly facility in February 1982. This tractor assembly program 
used the locally produced Perkins engine to be compliant with the 
South African government’s compulsory “local content” requirement. 
The government enforced the local content program by imposing a 
40% import duty on tractors not using locally produced materials.   
 
John Deere South Africa continued to grow steadily through the 1980s. 
The average employment at the Nigel manufacturing plant in the 
1980s was approximately 650 people, and at the branch approximately 
65 people.  
 
In the 1990s, the Nigel manufacturing operations continued to invest 
in new tillage and planting equipment to complement the growing 
demand. The 1750 planter series replaced the N7200 in 1998, 
becoming the most successful planter sold in the South African market. 
  
The South African government abandoned the protective import duties 
in 1995, effectively closing tractor manufacturing operations. The John 
Deere South Africa operations successfully continued through the 
1990s. Average employment numbers at the factory and branch were 
approximately 145 people. 
 
Significant restructuring of the John Deere South African business took 
place at the turn of the millennium. Consolidation of the dealer 
network started in 2005 by phasing out the remainder of multi-
franchise dealerships, leaving 14 dedicated single franchise dealers 
responsible for the John Deere business in southern Africa.  
 
After 43 years of manufacturing in South Africa, John Deere closed its 
Nigel manufacturing operations in June 2005. At the same time, 
construction of a new branch office and training center started in 
Boksburg, which was completed and occupied in June 2006.  
 
Fueled by booming agricultural growth since 2006, historic John Deere 
tractor and combine market shares of between 15% and 20% 
successfully increased to a market share of 25% to 30% by the end of 
this period.  
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In 2009, Deere & Company leadership restructured the John Deere 
South Africa operations to incorporate business responsibility for the 
entire South and Southern Africa (SSA) region. Since then, the John 
Deere SSA operations assumed sales and marketing responsibility for 
48 SSA countries. Average employment at the Branch through this 
period was approximately 65 people. 
 
As the demand for food and fibre continues to increase, so does the 
need for continued investment in infrastructure, tools, systems, human 
resources and training to ensure the delivery of a uniform high quality 
John Deere experience across South and Southern Africa.  
 
The dealer network currently has 19 owner groups across 159 
locations and since 2011 John Deere SSA holds the leading position in 
tractor market share in South Africa, and since 2012 the leading 
position in combine market share as well. John Deere SSA also leads 
sprayer sales in South Africa since their introduction in 2004. 
 
A 5 000 square meter Johannesburg RDC parts facility was constructed 
and inaugurated in December 2012, located close to the OR Tambo 
international airport.  
 
In 2014, the John Deere SSA business opened branch offices in 
Nairobi, Kenya and Accra, Ghana.    
 
These new offices supported expanded sales territories and new field 
manager positions as the business continued to grow.  
 
With John Deere’s success over the past decades coming primarily 
from growth in large ag machines and technology, the brand now also 
focuses equally on the new expanding marketing for mechanisation 
across Africa utilising small ag solutions. The brand’s motto of “Driving 
the green revolution in Africa” captures the heritage and the 
opportunity that John Deere has built in Africa over more than 140 
years. 
 

 


