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IRON-FED 
BEEF

The Ashburton 
River snakes past the 
Minderoo homestead 

and a centre pivot 
growing Rhodes grass.

Minderoo Station is the centrepiece of Andrew and 
Nicola Forrest’s expanding pastoral holdings.
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O n a windy April afternoon, Ben Wratten 
hovers in a Robinson R44 above a sweeping 
bend in the Ashburton River. “Normally at 
this time of year that would be running,” 
says the manager of Minderoo, pointing to a 

dry stretch of riverbed below. “We’ve had it run as early as 
January, and it’ll usually flow right through to September.”
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CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: Station manager Ben Wratten with wife Susan and son Barney; helicopter pilot John Fogarty; one 
of Minderoo’s composite breeder herd heifers with a black calf produced by an Ultra Black bull; stock crew (l-r) head stockman Bernard 
Brown, jillaroo Tiarna Rootes, Ben Wratten and assistant manager Hamish Lee-Warner; mechanic Matt Brooking.

Today, the mighty Pilbara waterway is a string of 
waterholes interspersed with long stretches of white 
river sand. Beyond the paperbarks and red gums on the 
Ashburton’s banks, Minderoo’s vast flood plains, rolling 
spinifex downs and rugged ranges are tinder dry. It hasn’t 
rained for 10 months. “We had a little bit on the bottom 
corner of Uaroo,” says Ben, referring to one of the three 
properties collectively known as Minderoo, covering 960,000 
hectares. “But apart from that we haven’t had a drop.”

This year’s dry is just another chapter in a story that 
dates back to 1878, when brothers Alexander, David 
and John Forrest took out leases along the banks of 
the Ashburton River, near present-day Onslow. A 

government surveyor, Alexander had noted the region’s 
pastoral potential during earlier explorations of the 
district. With John soon to be sworn in as the state’s first 
premier and Alexander continuing his surveys into the 
Kimberley, David was put in charge of Minderoo.

An epic seven-month journey to overland 2000 sheep 
from York, 1000 kilometres south, ended with David 
speared through the shoulder after an altercation with 
local Aboriginals. He recovered, had seven children with 
wife Mary, and built Minderoo into a thriving pastoral 
enterprise. In 1909, the station was carrying 30,000 sheep 
and 400 cattle. Minderoo remained in the Forrest family for 
120 consecutive years until David’s great-grandson, Donald, 
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was forced to sell up after years of drought, in 1998. Eleven 
years later, Donald’s son, Andrew ‘Twiggy’ Forrest and his 
wife Nicola, bought back the family farm. 

Back on the ground and bouncing down a narrow dirt 
track in a four-wheel-drive ute, Ben says the Forrests are 
focused on rebuilding the station’s pastoral capacity. “At 
the end of the day, Andrew and Nicola want to build a 
profitable, successful cattle company.” While Andrew, who 
grew up on Minderoo, is often tied up with his work as 
chairman of the Fortesque Metals Group, Nicola plays a 
hands-on role as the cattle company’s CEO. “Both Andrew 
and Nicola are very passionate about the industry and have 
strong connections with horses and cattle,” Ben says. 

In the seven years since the Forrests bought back 
Minderoo, the station’s pastoral footprint has tripled with 
the purchase of neighbouring Uaroo and Nanutarra. The 
station’s grand homestead, built in 1909 and located 40km 
south of Onslow, has been extensively renovated and 
the surrounding gardens and infrastructure overhauled. 
Beyond the lush green lawns of the homestead complex, 
work to re-establish Minderoo’s pastoral reputation is in 
full swing. Old windmills and borrow pit dams have been 
replaced with solar-powered bores and steel tanks, and 
hundreds of kilometres of new fences installed. Further 
afield, meat processor Harvey Beef, in the state’s south-
west, has been added to the Forrests’ rural portfolio, along 
with two more properties, Brick House and Minilya, near 
Carnarvon in the Gascoyne.

For Ben, who arrived at Minderoo with his wife 
Susan and son Barney in February 2014, it’s 
been a whirlwind ride.“When I arrived here they 

had 2800 head on the books, but it wasn’t an efficient, 
happening cattle business, so I didn’t really know what 
was here,” recalls Ben over a coffee with assistant 
manager Hamish Lee-Warner, who’s just made the two-
hour drive north from Uaroo. 

Originally from Grafton, NSW, Ben admits he wasn’t 
much of a student before he left school at 15 to pursue a 
career in the cattle industry. A stint with Peter and Jane 
Hughes on Tierawoomba, south of Mackay, Qld, gave him 
his start. “There were a lot of really prominent names in 
that area, and I met a lot of really smart, successful people, 
and that just opened up doors.”

After that Ben headed west, working his way up the 
Stanbroke ladder, then the AACo ladder, on stations 
including Rocklands, Walhallow and Brunette Downs, 
before landing a role as manager on Rockhampton Downs 
on the Barkly Tableland, at age 27. A promotion to senior 
manager on Avon Downs and Austral Downs stations 
coincided with one of the region’s worst droughts, with 
36,000 head trucked off the two properties in a year.  
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 Ben Wratten musters a 
mob of bulls at sunrise.
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“I remember tailing cattle on the side of the road on a 
horse and actually waving down trucks coming back empty 
from Darwin and saying, ‘Mate, is there any chance we can 
get six decks out of here?’ That’s how desperate it was,” Ben 
says. With experiences like that under his belt, the now 
37-year-old was looking for another challenge when he 
resigned from his regional manager role with AACo, based 
on Camfield, three years ago to head further west. 

The first muster of Minderoo brought in 3800 
head. The focus then shifted to Nanutarra and Uaroo. 
“Both those properties had been recently purchased 
and hadn’t been properly mustered for years,” Ben says. 
“They were full of feral cattle, had no fences and very 
poor infrastructure.” With the two stations covering 
660,000ha, Ben employed Hamish, his former assistant 
manager at Camfield, to make the journey west. “It was 
going to take a special person to handle that and I knew 
Hamish could do it.” Along with a small stock crew, Ben 
and Hamish spent the next three months living scenes 
straight out of Tom Cole’s classic Hell West and Crooked. 
“We had a lot of fun catching bulls, big nasty critters,” 
Ben says. “In the end we shipped out 48 decks of them, 
averaging 379 kilos on the hook. They were monsters.”

For Hamish, an agribusiness graduate from the 
University of New England and former head stockman 
on Carlton Hill in the Kimberley, the move to Minderoo 
was as much about the adventure as it was about 
the people. “To take that next step you’ve got to be 
working with the right people,” he says, taking a sip of 
his coffee. “But when I got to Uaroo and saw hardly a 
fence standing, windmills about to fall over, wild cattle 
everywhere and cleanskin bulls in the horse paddock, 
I did think, ‘What have I got myself into?” he says, 
grinning. “The first thing I did was make a paddock.”

The mustering was wild and rough, with bull catchers, 
helicopters and panel yards with hessian wings. “I thought 
those days no longer existed, so it was a lot of fun,” 
Hamish says. “You’d do an estimate and think you might 
get 300 head, then you’d run a yard in and end up with 
800.” The results, say Hamish, make the effort worth 
it. “We’ve resurrected a station and brought in good 

genetics,” he says. “And I’ve been able to achieve here 
what some managers achieve in a lifetime.”

In the midst of all that action, Ben took a call from 
Twiggy that would further ramp up activity. “Andrew 
rang me and asked how many cattle I thought we 
could run, then said he’d like 8000 more breeders,” 
Ben says. “He wanted very high quality red breeders, 
and he wanted them yesterday. I said, ‘8,000 is a big 
number and you’re not going to find large, consistent 
lines of them; it’s not going to be a fast process’.” 
Undeterred, Twiggy told Ben to set about building 
a new herd. With a good wet season creating prime 
grazing conditions, new cattle were trucked in from the 
Kimberley and the Northern Territory.

“At the time the market was low and we picked up 
really good red cows, ranging from Droughtmasters to 
Shorthorns, for attractive prices,” Ben explains. “I wasn’t 
specifically after Shorthorns, I didn’t want cattle that soft, 
but I had these lovely, big-framed Shorthorn cows and 
I knew if I put a Droughtmaster bull over them I could 
breed what we were after and create a nice red line.”

F ast forward three seasons and Minderoo is on 
the way to establishing a composite breeder 
herd consisting of Droughtmaster, Senepol and 

red Angus cross cows. A mob of 140 Nindooinbah-
bred Ultra Black bulls, purchased from Lake Nash 
and Nindooinbah, form Minderoo’s terminal sire herd. 
“Basically, I sat down and mapped out a few animals that 
really worked here and how they were put together and 
I came up with a Droughtmaster cow with a progeny 
quarter red Angus and quarter Senepol, and the Ultra 
Black goes over the top of that,” Ben says.

Ben hopes the Minderoo composite will deliver animals 
good enough for top Australian restaurants and adaptable 
enough to handle the humid conditions of a South-
East Asian feedlot. “We’re trying to create a composite 
that works for us here and that ticks the boxes for all 
our markets.” The early indications are good. ‘Iron fed’ 
Minderoo beef is already on the menu at Neil Perry’s chain 
of up-market Rockpool Bar and Grill restaurants across 
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“We’ve resurrected a station and brought in 
good genetics. And I’ve been able to achieve here 
what some managers achieve in a lifetime.” 

– Hamish Lee-Warner

OPPOSITE, CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: The Minderoo stock crew (l-r) jillaroo Tiarna Rootes, assistant manager Hamish 
Lee-Warner and head stockman Bernard Brow muster a mob of bulls; Bernard Brown with wife Katie and sons Joe and Darcy; 
one of Minderoo’s Nindooinbah-bred Ultra Black bulls; gardener Terry Jones.
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Australia. And Ben says the first Ultra Black calves, born 
earlier this year, look great. “The Ultra Black is a terminal 
at this point, however the quality of the heifers they’re 
producing is so good, eventually I think we’ll join them.” 

Ben says the ultimate goal is to truck Minderoo’s 
product south for processing. “We want to breed animals 
that flourish in our environment, that have the quality 
to meet the specs of top restaurants, and to have those 
animals processed through Harvey Beef,” he says. “We’ll 
always be open to other markets that add the most value 
to Minderoo, but hopefully our quality of cattle will be 
so good that Harvey will be able to compete with live 
export and any other markets.” 

This year Minderoo will turn off 5000 sale cattle, with 
about 70 percent destined for the live-export trade. Ben 
says the long-term aim is to turn off between 8000 and 
9000 sale cattle, depending on the season. That turn-
off would come from a breeder herd of between 12,000 
and 15,000 cows. “We’re aiming to run a total herd of 
between 20,000 and 25,000, season pending, with those 
breeders to be dispersed on the harder areas, and the 
young growing cattle to be run over the better fattening 
country,” says Ben, adding that the herd is currently at 
22,000 head. “That way, when the traditional Pilbara dry 
hits we can destock fast and spread our breeders out; we 
don’t ever want to sell down that core breeder herd.” 

A key part of that plan involves water. A short 
drive from the homestead, Ben steps from his 
LandCruiser at a narrow neck in the Ashburton 

where a thin cement wall runs across the riverbed. With a 
stick in hand, he begins drawing in the red dirt, explaining 
the concept behind what’s known as an “upside-down” 
weir. “That concrete wall goes down between six to eight 
metres to a clay lens below the riverbed,” he says, etching 
a line in the pindan soil. “Not only does that slow up the 
surface water, but also the water that’s moving through 
the sandy, gravelly creek bed. It creates a bell effect, where 
that water backs up the river, so instead of it just flowing 
out into the ocean it slows up to a point where it actually 
forces water to penetrate into the aquifer.”

Minderoo is an ideal place to invest in hydro-
technology. The Ashburton River has annual flows of 
800,000 megalitres and a catchment area of more than 
72,000 square kilometres. The word ‘Minderoo’ is from 
the local Talanji Indigenous dialect meaning “place of 
permanent and clean water”.  

A stone’s throw from the upside-down weir, a centre 
pivot irrigates a 40ha circle of Rhodes grass. Hot summers 
and warm, humid winters mean the Minderoo crop grows 
strongly all year, with cutting occurring every six to nine 
weeks. “We’ve been harvesting this planting for close to 
18 months,” Ben says, walking through the waist-high 
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: The Minderoo crew sits down to dinner in the staff quarters; horses line up to watch the stock 
crew mustering; new cattle yards on Uaroo.



crop. The hay is currently used for yard feed, but with two 
more 30ha pivots under development the station hopes to 
produce enough hay to feed cattle through drier periods. 
Monitors by the river and around the centre pivot keep 
track of the impact on the water table. “We want to make 
sure that what we’re doing is sustainable,” Ben says. “And so 
far it appears that what we’re doing is working.”

Ben says the Forrests are happy for others to benefit 
from their investments in new technology. “Andrew 

has seen his family pushed off the family farm and 
sees that he has the ability to possibly find a better 
way, where these places can be more profitable and 
families can maintain an asset and create a future,” 
he continues. “Andrew has the capital to find the 
technology, and find something that’s cost-effective, 
and if that can be duplicated, great.”

Back at the homestead, bore runner Des Kenny is 
heading out for his daily run. If anyone understands the 
importance of water on Minderoo, it’s Des. With about 
300 water points across the three properties, the former 
coal miner covers more than 1000km a week in his ute. 
“Yesterday’s run was 70 troughs and today’s will be about 
50,” he explains. It’s a stark contrast to his last job, as a 
dragline operator on the Saraji coal mine, near Dysart, 
Queensland. “A dragline can move about a metre in a 
minute, and in a 12-hour shift you might not move the 
machine at all,” says Des, whose wife Heather is working 
on Minderoo as a housekeeper.

Having covered more of the station than nearly anyone 
else here, Des is fully aware of how dry the season is. 
“When we got here in December it was the hottest part 
of summer,” he recalls. “Ben said, ‘Don’t worry, it’ll rain 
next month, you’ll be right’. Well, it hasn’t rained yet.” 
Despite the dry weather, the 55-year-old says station life 
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The recently purchased Uaroo Station, including its heritage homestead, makes up roughly a third of the Minderoo aggregation.
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is a welcome change from the structured life of mining. 
“Out here you do your job and operate almost as your 
own boss,” he says, before disappearing up the track, with 
another 200km to clock up before day’s end.

The following morning, as sunrise ripples 
the sky with purple clouds, head stockman 
Bernard Brown rides down a dirt track towards 

the homestead cattle yards beside Hamish, Ben and 
jillaroo Tiarna Rootes, a trail of dust rising into the 
gold morning light. Arriving with wife Katie and 
boys Joe and Darcy just over a month ago, Bernard 
is a newcomer to Minderoo. Having grown up on 
Naryilco Station, between Tibooburra and Innamincka, 
where his father was manager for 35 years, he’s spent 
most of his working life on Norley Station, near 
Thargomindah. But he reckons Minderoo is not that 
different to home. “It’s fairly familiar country, really; 
the heat, the dust, the sandhills and the rocks, it’s what 
I grew up with,” he says.

For Tiarna, however, the familiarities with her old life 
are few. A month into her first Pilbara season, she can’t 
wipe the smile off her face. “This is my dream job,” says 
the 17-year-old, who finished Year 11 at Tamworth last 
year. “Ever since I was young, it’s all I ever wanted to do.” 
Even though she’s been riding horses since she was three 
years old, Tiarna says stock work on Minderoo has been 

a steep learning curve. “It’s different to what I expected 
because the cattle are more lively than what I’m used to,” 
she says, riding behind the bulls. Although she’ll wait to 
see how her first season goes before making any long-
term plans, Tiarna reckons station life runs in the family. 
“My brother works up near Julia Creek, and a cousin is up 
on the Cape, so it’s sort of a family thing,” she says.

That night, the stock crew joins the rest of the staff for 
dinner in the kitchen. Cook Janine Harris serves up slow-
roasted beef with steamed vegetables, and the Minderoo 
team tucks in. Having moved west from Rockhampton 
four months ago, it’s Janine’s first stint as a station cook. 
A business analyst for 13 years, she says that experience 
has been handy in her new role. “I’m a bit of a list person, 
so I plan everything,” she says, explaining how she keeps 
on top of feeding 15 people three meals a day. “And I’ve 
got three children, and my sister has five, so whenever 
we get together with mum and dad we’ve got a pretty big 
crowd to cook for anyway.” 

Even so, she’s grateful for the last cook’s compilation of 
all-time favourites, which she discovered after taking on 
the job. “Crumbed steak and lasagna are pretty popular, 
and sausage rolls and pizza are big hits at smoko.” Here 
with partner Lance Broom, who’s working as Minderoo’s 
truck driver, Janine reckons life as station cook is pretty 
good. “I love it, I really do,” she says. “And with Onslow 
only half an hour away, it doesn’t really feel remote.” 
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ABOVE: Bore runner Des Kenny in a f ield of Rhodes grass grown under centre pivots. OPPOSITE, CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: 
Minderoo cattle rest on the cool riverbed of the Ashburton River; Barney Wratten with mates Joe and Darcy Brown; sculpture 
Primordial by Tony Davis, one of many artworks on Minderoo; assistant manager Hamish Lee-Warner musters cattle on horseback.
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That proximity to a town is one of Minderoo’s big 
advantages, says Susan Wratten. Although she 
grew up on a family property breeding show horses 

near Tamworth, Susan spent most of her early working 
life in Westpac branches across rural New South Wales. 
“Then I decided to do something a bit more meaningful,” 
she says, explaining how a stint with Centrelink led to her 
involvement with the Federal Government’s Northern 
Territory Intervention. While living in Alice Springs, 
and working in remote communities, she met Ben, who 
convinced her to move to Avon Downs, where he was 
manager. “It was a real eye-opener for me; the remoteness 
and how you have to be self-sufficient,” she says. 

That was almost a decade ago, and although she’s well 
and truly used to station life now, Susan says having a town 
so close is a welcome change. “Barney goes to the school in 
Onslow and he loves it,” she says. “It’s a good-sized school, 
the kids play sport and they get that classroom interaction, 
but they can still come out here and ride their motorbikes 
and horses and have that freedom.” Bernard’s wife, Katie, 
agrees. “I think this is the best upbringing kids can have,” 
she says, as her boys, six-year-old Joe and three-year-old 
Darcy, take leave from the dinner table.

Although it might not seem remote to some, there’s no 
doubt Minderoo mechanic Matt Brooking is a long way 
from his childhood home on New Zealand’s North Island. 
“I had an interview with Nicola and she asked what I knew 
about the Pilbara. I said I thought it was a small country 

town.” When Nicola produced a map, pointed out the 
Pilbara and drew a circle around Minderoo, Matt realised 
he had no idea what to expect. “I thought, ‘Bloody hell, 
that’s big’.” He took the job anyway. And he’s glad he did. 
“I’ll be in the workshop one day and out cutting and baling 
hay the next day; the variety is awesome,” he says. 

The next day, bumping along a dusty track by the 
river, Ben points out a low sandhill covered in buffel 
grass. “Twenty years ago that would have been covered in 
spinifex,” he says, explaining the value of good flood plain 
management in this rugged country. “The difference in 
digestibility and protein is huge; you can run an animal in 
20 hectares of that buffel, but with spinifex you’re talking 
60 or 80 hectares per beast.” That leads him to Minderoo’s 
next big challenge, organic certification. Although still a 
season or two from being able to market organic Minderoo 
beef, Ben says it makes sense on a property that has been 
running free-range and organic for more than a century. 
“It’s just another opportunity to add value to what we do.”

For Ben, the ability to pursue things like organic 
certification is what makes the role at Minderoo so 
rewarding. “There are more and more people, like the 
Forrests, who have the capital to do all these things that 
a lot of people have wanted to do for a long time,” he 
says, stopping the ute beneath a paperbark on the banks 
of a long brown waterhole. “Everything happens fast 
here,” he says, grinning. “And it’s extremely exciting to 
be part of it.”   

White river gums and red dirt make for a stunning contrast on the banks of the Ashburton River near the Minderoo homestead.
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