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prime movers
The Kimberley’s smallest cattle run, Kilto Station, punches above its weight
as the centre of Yeeda Pastoral Company’s northern beef operations.
StorY + Photos NATHAN DYER

Cattle are loaded
onto a road train at
Springvale Station in
the east Kimberley,
bound for Kilto Station
in the west Kimberley.
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CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: Jack Burton parks his road train at the Yeeda-owned Willare Bridge Roadhouse; a line of cattle string out below
Jack’s helicopter on Springvale Station; Jack and Vicki Burton; Kilto mechanic Graham Dennis; the distinctive Yeeda brand.
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he air brakes hiss as Jack Burton eases
his Kenworth road train into Willare Bridge
Roadhouse. Stepping down from the cab, the
head of Yeeda Pastoral Company nods at a
little blue sign out front of the company-owned
fuel stop, 170 kilometres east of Broome. “Yeeda Meat Pies”
the sign reads, “Try one today”.
With the road train parked out front, and Jack inside chatting
with staff, the scene is a snapshot of Yeeda’s vertically integrated
operations. The roadhouse fridges are full of Yeeda beef cuts, the
bain-marie is steaming with Yeeda meat pies and rib bones, the
fuel pumping into the Kenworth is from Yeeda-owned tanks
and Jack is headed 600km east to Springvale Station to load six
decks of live export cattle destined for the feed yards at “Kilto
Station” and then Vietnam or Indonesia. “Our whole game is
about changing the farm-gate mentality,” says Jack, referring to
Yeeda’s ‘paddock to plate’ business model.
Further down the road, with the Kenworth humming to
the tune of Highway One, Jack recalls how he and his wife
Vicki came to own the region’s smallest cattle run and turn
it into the centre of what has become one of the Kimberley’s
largest privately owned beef operations, covering 1.2 million
hectares, with a herd of 75,000. It was 1993 and the Kimberley
pastoral industry was in the doldrums, Mabo was creating huge
uncertainties and the Broome meatworks were closing down.
While many people were looking for a way out, Jack had just left
his family property, Nita Downs, south of Broome, and along
with girlfriend Vicki was looking for opportunities.
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“Basically stations that are worth $25 million today were
selling for $600,000,” Jack says. “They were just giving them
away.” When 30,000ha Kilto Station, the Kimberley’s smallest,
came onto the market, the young couple drove the 60km east
of Broome to talk with owner Bob McCorry. They were unable
to offer Bob his asking price, so returned to Broome and waited
for the auction. The result of that auction saw the Burtons take
possession of their first station, Jack aged 25 and Vicki 24.
As the landscape morphs from the flat coastal plains of the
west Kimberley to the rugged limestone country around Fitzroy
Crossing, Jack tells how he grew up in Western Australia’s
wheatbelt near Morawa, east of Geraldton, before his parents,
Peter and Gene, moved the family north with the purchase of
sheep stations ‘Meeberrie’ and ‘Wooleen’ in the Murchison.
Despite a childhood surrounded by sheep, Jack’s passion lay
elsewhere. “I always had a love for cattle.”
After school Jack returned to the family properties before
heading to America on a fellowship to study pasture regeneration
practices at the University of Arizona. On returning from the
States, he headed for Kimberley cattle country, working for Jack
Elezovich on Nita Downs, 250km south of Broome, who was
growing watermelons using groundwater irrigation. Jack’s parents
later purchased the station and the Burtons farmed Nita Downs
with a focus on horticulture until 1992, when Peter and Gene sold
and returned south. The knowledge Jack gained on Nita Downs
would prove crucial to his dream of owning his own cattle station.
After he and Vicki took over Kilto they discovered the
property had major underground water resources. “One bore
outback stations
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The rugged red ranges of the east
Kimberley form a backdrop to cattle
loading on Springvale Station.

produced 3000 gallons per hour, so we thought we know a bit
about horticulture, and we know we can’t pay it off with cattle
because the industry is buggered, so we thought we’d have a go at
growing vegies.” The next bore they sunk delivered 20,000 gallons
per hour. “So it was game on,” Jack says. Over the next decade, the
Burtons battled mountains of red tape, eventually adding more
bores to expand their horticultural operations to supply potatoes
and sweet potatoes to Coles and Woolworths.
“And every time we had a bit of spare cash we’d put it into our
cattle,” Jack says. In 2000, neighbouring Yeeda Station came on the
market. The Burton’s, together with equity partners the Taberer and
Key families, purchased the 400,000ha station and Yeeda Pastoral
Company was born. The new property was purchased with 10,000
cattle. In 2001, Yeeda acquired adjoining ‘Mount Jowlaenga’ and
the Burtons moved their base from Kilto to Yeeda, put a manager
in charge of horticulture and focused on getting Yeeda into shape.
But they soon realised that without their direct involvement the
horticulture operations were not profitable. They decided to move
from horticulture into irrigated fodder production for cattle feed,
something that is now central to Yeeda’s operations.
In 2003, the business purchased the Springvale Aggregation in
the east Kimberley, a 600,000ha land parcel located east of Halls
Creek that includes ‘Springvale’, Texas Downs, Mabel Downs
and Alice Downs. Yeeda’s west and east Kimberley operations
each run about 20,000 breeders, with a total herd of 75,000.
As the Kenworth thunders eastward, Jack says with good wetseason rains producing plenty of feed, rising cattle prices, the
Indonesian market back on track and the Vietnam market opening
up, this could be the year Yeeda makes its mark. “Historically, we’ve
turned off between 15,000 to 18,000 annually, but the last couple
of years, because of the live export problems and low prices, we’ve
tended to hold back a bit and our numbers have pushed up a little
bit,” he says. “But this year we’ll remedy that and sell a lot of cattle.”
Five hours later, after a quick dinner at Halls Creek with his
stock agent, Jack rolls down the rugged driveway to Springvale
Station. The following morning he’s up early to have breakfast with
station manager Dave Deighton. Then it’s into a helicopter for a
quick look around while the truck is loaded. Flying low over the red
and green ranges of the east Kimberley, Jack grins like a schoolboy.
“Whenever I fly like this I try to make sure I take the time to
remind myself just how lucky I am,” he says over the roar of rotors.

T

he east Kimberley herd constitutes Yeeda’s prime cattle
holdings. “The Springvale properties have a good quality,
high-content Brahman herd, which we inherited when
we bought it,” Jack says. “And we’ve put Droughtmaster and
Charolais bulls in over those pure Brahmans.” He admits it’s a
different story in the west. “In the Yeeda herd there’s as many
colours as there are in a rainbow. There are pure Brahmans and
some tail-end Shorthorns, and some good old Kimberley specials
in some of the rougher country. It’s just a never-ending scenario,
where you’re constantly cleaning up your rougher-type cattle.”
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With six decks full, Jack climbs into the Kenworth and pulls
back onto Highway One for the 700km drive west to Kilto. Later,
on the final stretch, the road train passes the almost complete
and much-talked-about Yeeda abattoir. With construction of
the huge white shed on track for completion in August, Jack’s
hopeful the abattoir will begin slaughtering in the second half of
the year, with the capacity to process between 50,000 and 60,000
animals annually operating on a one-shift basis and employing up
to 45 people. Depending on demand, capacity could be further
increased by running on a two-shift model.
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Jack says the abattoir’s location is critical to its success. “Being
located in the middle of Yeeda, it’s surrounded by a million acres
[400,000ha] of our country, which means that during the wet
season, when you’ve got limited access everywhere else, we’ll be
able to walk cattle into the abattoir straight from the paddocks
around it.” That will ensure a 12-month operating cycle.
Although the original plan was to build a small-scale pilot
facility to service Yeeda’s own slaughter requirements and to
export frozen quarters, interest from around the world, including
major international companies wanting boxed beef for the North
American and South-east Asian markets, has seen the venture
grow into something much bigger.
According to Jack, having a large-scale abattoir in the Kimberley
will enhance Yeeda’s long-term viability. “At the moment our
closest abattoir is 2400km away and, with the pressure coming on
from animal welfare I think in the foreseeable future it’s going to
be pretty hard for us to justify taking cattle that sort of distance,”
he says. “A lot of what we’ll be putting through initially will be
cattle that aren’t really suitable for live export, animals with too
much horn, or cull-for-age cows, but hopefully, over time, people
will get interested in actually producing cattle and growing steers
and bullocks especially for this abattoir.”
The abattoir investment, including additional fencing
and yarding infrastructure on Yeeda Station, is worth close to
$20 million. It’s a big decision, but one Jack is confident will pay off,
with potential to produce both high-volume and premium lines,
such as organic boxed beef – something the current market can’t
deliver because of the need to dip Kimberley cattle for ticks before

Yeeda cattle are yarded
ahead of being loaded on a
live export boat bound for
Indonesia or Vietnam.
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CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: Kilto Station ringers take a break from drafting (l-r) Josh Yandell, Emma-Louise Pierce and Ben James-Dyer;
Brooking Springs cattle are processed on Kilto; Emma-Louise; Kilto cook Keith McColl; Kilto’s fodder team Shana Punch and Matthew Daly.

export or trucking south. But the main focus is on developing the
company’s free-range brand, marketed under the Yeeda Australian
Rangeland Meat label. “We see organic as a premium product, but
I think to have 52 weeks a year of good quality meat coming off an
organic system is pretty hard.” The free-range branding gives Yeeda
the ability to maintain year-round supply.
Jack reckons the abattoir has the potential to create opportunities
for the entire Kimberley pastoral industry. “Obviously, there’s quite
a bit of irrigation and feedlotting starting to pop up around the
place and a lot of that will feed into the abattoir, so if we can give
people a premium, I think we can start to get people to grow cattle
out to heavier weights, with long-term contracts,” he says.

I

t’s dark when the road train rattles to a stop at Kilto’s
feed yards and the Milky Way is burning bright in a clear
Kimberley sky. Lightning flashes to the south, the last sign
of a fading wet season, and the thunder of hooves on metal rings
out as the ramp is lowered and cattle spill out from the bottom
deck. Walking along the duckboards above, ringer Josh Yandell
hoots and hollers to get the cattle moving. “Sometimes it’ll take
five minutes and other times it’ll take three hours,” says the
Englishman, pacing back and forth.
Having worked with the Burton’s for three years, Josh – a
carpenter by trade – says although life on a Kimberley cattle
station is hard work, it does get easier the more you know. Down
below, fellow Englishmen Ben James-Dyer is learning the ropes,
having arrived just four weeks ago after hearing about the job
through a family friend. “I loved the idea of it, but I didn’t really
know what to expect,” the 19-year-old admits. “It’s pretty wild
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stuff,” says Ben, breaking into a wry smile. “Quite a shock, really.”
The next morning, Ben and Josh are up early for breakfast with
their Kilto colleagues ahead of a day of drafting in the station’s
feed yards to prepare a mob for an export boat due next week.
Up at the homestead, Vicki Burton is getting ready for the daily
drive to Broome where son Will, 11, attends school and where
she works in Yeeda’s head office. Daughter Minna, 15, is away at
boarding school. Originally from New Zealand, Vicki moved to
Australia with her family in 1974 when she was five.
The former dental nurse clearly recalls the first time she
properly met Jack. “I’d met him in the pub before but I’d never
taken much notice, he was a bit of a rum-filled lout,” she
laughs. “Then he came into the dental clinic with his two front
teeth knocked out of their sockets [after an accident on Nita
Downs].” Despite his dental predicament, young Jack managed
to impress his dental nurse and 27 years later they’re a formidable
partnership. Vicki says the key to her role in the partnership is
patience. “I call myself the ‘sweeper’,” she says. “I come along
behind Jack and clean everything up. He’s the vision man, the
dreamer, and all I think about is all the work behind those ideas.”
Back in the kitchen, cook Keith McColl is serving up breakfast
and talking about the Cornish pasties he is planning for lunch.
“To make young Ben feel at home,” he laughs. A retired tennis
coach and baker from Pambula Beach on the New South Wales
south coast, Keith arrived at Kilto two weeks ago and is already
loving his new role. “Why would you want to retire?” he asks
with a grin. Yeeda’s mechanic Graham Dennis agrees. “It’s pretty
exciting what Jack’s doing here and he makes you feel part of it,”
Graham says, taking a sip of his coffee.

Yeeda
A short drive from the kitchen, along a rough red dirt track,
a giant centre pivot slowly swings its way around a huge green
circle slashed from the scrub. Butterflies flutter in the shadow of
the pivot and the smell of wet grass fills the air. Nearby, Kilto’s
fodder crew, Matthew Daly and Shana Punch, are loading hay
bales onto a truck. Having thrown in their jobs as a builder
and nurse last year in search of adventure and a quieter life, the
Sydney couple love life on the land. “We’re doing stuff we never
thought we’d be doing,” Shana says. Although the days can be
long and hot, Matthew says the work is rewarding. “Because you
get to see the results; we’ve got 1100 bales around this pivot right
now and we’ve got feed for the year.”
For Jack, those bales represent why Kilto is central to Yeeda’s
northern beef business. “Although its only 30,000ha, it’s the jewel
in our crown and the hub of our operations,” he says. “This is
where the water is and where the irrigation is, and it’s only 60km
out of Broome’s export port.” The Burtons currently irrigate 200ha
of rhodes grass, producing 5000 tonnes of hay per year. But there
are plans to develop another 480ha of dryland cropping to grow
sorghum and maize for grain. “Kilto receives nearly 800mm of
rainfall, so it lends itself to doing a bit of dryland farming,” Jack says.
Much of that hay is used in Kilto’s feed yards to store live
export cattle short-term. “Some of those cattle may have come
1000km from one of our other places so the feed yards are about
freshening them up and rehydrating them before putting them
on a boat,” Jack says. The yards, which have a capacity for 5000
head, are also used for processing, such as spaying, with around
40,000 cattle passing through each year.

ABOVE: Vicki’s mother, butcher-store manager Marie Gamble, with staff (from left) Michael Whatley, Nathan Staples and Damien Blades.
OPPOSITE: Yeeda’s Broome butcher store.
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ith Jack lending a hand at the Kilto drafting
gate, Vicki gets down to work at the company’s
unassuming headquarters in Broome’s industrial
precinct. Her mother, Marie Gamble, sits beside her. Among
other things, Marie is in charge of Yeeda’s Broome butcher shop.
As she starts talking about the store, it’s obvious she shares the
passion of her daughter and son-in-law. “It’s such an exciting
company to be involved with,” Marie says. “When you look at the
potential, in a way you wish you were 20 years younger.”
Having moved to Broome in the 1980s with her children,
Marie spent two decades involved with the pearling industry
before joining Yeeda’s admin team six years ago at Vicki’s request.
She took on responsibility for the Broome butcher store when it
opened last year and says over that time Yeeda’s clean, green image
– with no inoculation, no use of antibiotics and no hormones – has
developed a strong local following. “There are a lot of young mums
these days who are very conscious of what their children eat and
they want products that are free from chemicals.”
Across town, butcher Nathan Staples is flat-out keeping up
with demand at the small store in the town’s shopping centre.
“Our products are all free-range, they have minimal handling
and they’re grass-fed, and we think that leads to a better flavour,”
says the former Queenslander. “One of our most popular
lines is the Kimberley Rib,” he adds, referring to a shelf full
of mammoth-sized porterhouse steaks on the bone. “Mostly
middle-aged blokes wanting to show off a bit on the barbie.”
Like most of what the Burtons do, the butcher stores are
about simplicity and diversity. What started two years ago as
bulk, cryovacked cuts sold from the fridges at Willare Bridge
Roadhouse has evolved into a chain of three stores, with
Geraldton and Perth outlets opening in the past 12 months.

Rhodes grass grows
high under a centre
pivot on Kilto Station.
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“We started with whole fillets, whole cubes, whole rumps and
rib bones,” Jack says. “Just simple stuff, no frills.” The Burtons
are slowly adding more upmarket lines, such as butterfly lamb
legs marinated with honey and rosemary, and herb and garlic
sausages. The butcher stores also stock Yeeda pies and products
from the company’s Blue Bush Lamb and Rangeland Goat
lines produced on its southern West Australian properties and
slaughtered at its Gingin abattoir, north of Perth.
For Jack, it’s about creating stores that everyone wants to shop
in. “We want people to get a sense that they’re going into the
farmer’s coolroom,” he says. “This is not Coles or Woolworths,
this is something unique. People love to know they’re buying
straight from the farmer.”
That evening, back on Kilto, Jack and Vicki join their staff
for dinner. The atmosphere is relaxed and a cool breeze blows
through the open kitchen. It’s been a long week, but another boat
is almost ready for loading and the Kilto crew is happy.
After dinner, Jack talks about his passion for the Kimberley.
“I think this is one of the most under-utilised areas of
Australia,” he says. “But I’m pretty excited about where I think
the industry can go, and that’s one of the reasons we built the
abattoir. In the future, I think people will learn to utilise their
land sustainably and better, and I think we’re going to have an
abattoir in an area of ever-increasing cattle numbers.”
Vicki smiles at Jack’s unwavering optimism, no doubt
wondering what his next big idea will be. They have worked hard
for their success and, according to Vicki, have had a few lucky
breaks along the way. She admits that riding shotgun with Jack
has been a wild journey. “Jack’s kept me on my toes my whole
life,” she says with a grin. “Of course we’ve had our moments, but
I don’t regret one minute of it.”

