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WELL
GROUNDED
Hard work, optimism and mateship
have helped Viv Oldfield build
a big life in the bush.
STORY + PHOTOS NATHAN DYER
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Viv Oldf ield with
drilling rigs at the
Alice Springs depot
of his company
Silvercity Drilling.
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grey sky hangs over the red country south of
Alice Springs and the crash of metal gates
and cattle rings out from the yards at Deep
Well Station. Leaning on a brown and yellow
Tanami Transport truck, Viv Oldfield chats with old
mates, trucking manager Patrick Oldfield and station
manager Victor Snelling. He’s known cousin Patrick
forever and Victor for nearly 20 years.
Five minutes later, the 59-year-old driller, cattleman,
horse trainer and former jockey takes a call from Donny
Costello, a mate and business partner whose friendship
goes all the way back to the start of what has been a
remarkable rise from Alice Springs schoolboy to one of the
country’s most successful outback businessmen. Hanging
up, Viv recalls how he and Donny first worked together to
make a buck backing racehorses Donny trained.
“Donny would pick out a few horses and me and my
brother Craig would go in with him to buy them,” Viv
says. “Donny would train them and we’d try to line them
up for a punt and hopefully make a bit of money out of
them.” Fast forward 40 years and he and Donny, along
with Donny’s wife Colleen, have a pastoral partnership
covering 2.8 million hectares across four stations and
about 45,000 head of cattle. It’s a common theme of
his success: work with people you trust. “People say
partnerships rarely work, but I’ve had the greatest
partnerships with people I’ve known,” Viv says. “I think
if you’re mindful and considerate of the other person’s
position and you’re not greedy, and if you do them a
favour don’t add up the financial cost of that favour, just
treat it as a favour, I can’t see how it can’t work.”
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CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: Viv Oldf ield talks with station manager Victor Snelling at Owen Springs Station; a young Viv
(left) with his brother Craig in front of a drill rig; Viv with one of his Tanami Transport road trains.

Although much of the Oldfield mob is strung out on
stations along the Birdsville Track, it was here, in the
dry mulga scrub of Deep Well, where Viv’s grandfather
Vivian made his start after moving from Longreach,
Qld. Viv himself spent his early years at nearby Orange
Creek Station, owned by his parents Ron and Georgina
until the mid 1960s, when drought forced them to sell
and move the family of seven into town. “Mum was a
teacher and a seamstress,” Viv says. “And between her
and Dad they had five jobs to bring up us five kids.”
As the family worked to rebuild, disaster struck again:
a house fire destroyed everything they owned. “We ended
up living in a shed on a dirt floor for two years. But mum
laid down hessian bags for a carpet and we all stayed in
there and it was pretty good,” Viv says, with a humility
common to those who’ve made something from nothing.
“We were a happy family, and I suppose what we didn’t
have we didn’t miss, because we didn’t know much about
it.” Through it all, Viv’s father always remained positive.
“He was philosophical that you are dealt your cards,
whatever they are, and you just have to handle them the
best you can.” It’s a lesson Viv has carried through life.
The benefits of hard work is another.
Leaving school after year 9, Viv worked as a tyre
fitter and apprentice butcher before heading bush to
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jackaroo, eventually falling into drilling. “I came into
town for a couple of weeks off and my brother Craig
was working on a drill rig with Gorey and Cole, and
he said one of their offsiders had pulled out so I should
come out and give them a hand,” he says. Aged 18, Viv
started sinking bores for $180 a week across the Top
End and the Kimberley, often away for months at a
time. He’s remained involved with the rigs ever since.
Over the next 10 years Viv worked his way up from
offsider to driller and finally to operations manager of the
Alice Springs company. In 1988 he did a deal with owner
Malcolm Holt to buy the Gorey and Cole business. “I
thought it would be good to be doing it for yourself, and
try to build something up for yourself.” But the banks were
not convinced a 30-year-old from Alice Springs could
make a go of it. “The ANZ wrote me a letter telling me I
wouldn’t have the business acumen or the knowledge and
capability to ever run a business successfully,” Viv says.
The only bank to offer a loan was Esanda at 21.5
percent. Even then, they wanted more collateral than
Viv could offer. Once again, mateship saved the day.
“A bloke called Mick Ashton, who I was mates with and
used to work with, said he had a house in Brisbane and
if I wanted to I could take a mortgage on that.” Esanda
agreed to the loan and Viv promptly signed over half the

37

V i v

O l d f i e l d

Viv takes a horse for a run in the sea near Darwin during his horse training days in the 1990s.
OPPOSITE: Viv in the cattle yards on Deep Well Station.

business to Mick. “Because without him I wouldn’t have
been able to buy it.” Ten years later, Viv bought Mick
out, and soon after the industry went into a downturn
and he had his first brush with bankruptcy.
Viv explained to the four suits sent to repossess
the company’s assets that a D9 bulldozer was worth
$300 an hour working but next to nothing standing
still. “I said you leave them here and once we get work
again I’ll give you my word that I’ll be able to pay
you back.” The bank eventually agreed. But when the
phones started ringing again there wasn’t enough cash
to pay wages. Once again, loyalty proved his saving
grace. His employees, many long-term mates, agreed
to accrue their wages, taking only small stipends until
the cashflow started again and he could repay them the
money owed and more. “They looked after me, they
were loyal and they worked hard,” Viv says.
Over the years, Gorey and Cole was merged with a
string of other businesses operating across Queensland
and New South Wales. Eventually it was split up and parts
sold off, leaving Viv with Silvercity Drilling, the company
he now runs out of Alice Springs with 60 employees and
half-a-dozen rigs. Add to that Tanami Transport, which
he bought from the Rogers family in 2007, a string of
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stations around Alice Springs (including Deep Well,
Owen Springs, Ti Tree, Loves Creek and Pandie Pandie
across the border), shares in Dublin saleyards, a 1000-head
feedlot at Balaklava, a lucerne-cropping operation in Keith
(all in South Australia) and caravan parks in Queensland,
and it’s not bad for a bloke who was told he didn’t have the
business acumen to run a few drilling rigs.
Then there’s the recent Kidman bid, where Viv
joined forces with pastoralists Stirling Buntine, Tom
Brinkworth and Malcolm Harris to launch a $386
million play for the 10 million-hectare cattle empire.
While the county’s media made a huge fuss of the
offer, and its counter by Gina Rinehart, Viv says it
was just business, albeit backed by a nostalgia for one
of Australia’s most iconic names. “All we wanted to
do was go through the due diligence, offer a price and
see if we could secure a purchase,” says Viv, adding he
holds no grudges against the mining magnate, who he
contacted to congratulate on her successful bid. “I don’t
know why people are anti-Gina, all she did was to bid
for a business that was on sale to the world, and she was
successful. We should be commending her.”
Bumping along a station track back to Alice Springs,
Viv says he’s learnt a lot from business dealings over the
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Viv is surrounded by photographs of drilling rigs in his Alice Springs office.

years. Above all, to listen to those who have done it all
before. “If you shut your mouth and listen, they will give
you so much knowledge, because they’re desperate to
pass that knowledge on if you’re willing to listen and let
them,” he says. “People like Sandy Cole and Ginty Gorey
probably saved me 10 years getting to where I got to
because I didn’t have to take all these left-hand turns.”
While his business interests have grown and
diverged, Viv’s love of horseracing has remained a
constant. He’s owned, trained and raced a long list
of horses, including the 2013 Cox Plate winner,
Shamus Award, continuing a proud family history.
“My grandfather was a pretty big punter and had a
bookmaker’s licence in Junda, Queensland,” Viv says.
“And Dad and my uncle Joe were fanatics about their
horses, and that was passed down to us.”
Back in Alice Springs, sitting in an office
surrounded by black and white photographs of drill
rigs, conversation turns to family. A filing cabinet in
the next room is full of racing memorabilia. Brother
Craig features often. Along with Viv’s former partner
Deanne Sealy and their son Vivian, who have been
by his side throughout the journey, Viv remains close
to his four siblings and his mother, now in a nursing
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village. “We’re all good mates,” he says. “I suppose
when you go through some of those hardships when
you’re young you learn to lean on each other, and feed
off each other, and support each other.”
His voice softens when he talks about the eternal
optimism of his father, who passed away five years ago,
at 84, after a long, debilitating illness. “He just said,
‘well that’s life and you’ve got to deal with it’,” Viv says.
“I’m just sad that he never got to see the fruits of our
success, because he worked hard to give us an education
so we could get somewhere in life, and he sacrificed a
lot – he gave everything to us.”
As well as optimism, Viv says his old man taught
him that your word is everything. “If you say you’re
going to do something and you shake the bloke’s
hand, that is your contract,” says Viv, admitting he
still does million-dollar deals with a handshake.
“Your word and your integrity is worth more than
any legal contract or agreement.”
Later, reflecting on his life over a cold stubby, Viv
concludes that it’s been a pretty good ride. “I’ve been
very lucky, and I’ve got the greatest friends in the
world,” he says, taking a long sip. “And you can’t really
ask for or have much more than that.” 

