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Wooleen Station’s sunset tour
concludes at a granite rock
outcrop, where visitors chat
over drinks as they watch the
rangelands turn red and the sun dip
below an enormous horizon.

Homes on
the rangelands

Station stays are guiding Western Australia’s
pastoralists on a path to sustainability, helping
restore vast tracts of grazing land while offering
visitors insights into outback life and conservation.
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With permission
from the local Wajarri
Yamatji people, David
Pollock (third from
right) shows guests the
significant cultural site
of Budara Rock.

I

’M SITTING IN stunned

W

an obvious place to begin
our experience. David and Frances Pollock are
among a new breed of pastoralists, seeking to reverse decades of damage on their property. David took over
the family business in 2007 and immediately removed all
stock from Wooleen’s 1530sq.km, with a long-term vision to
OOLEEN STATION WAS
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Wooleen Station
About a third of WA is covered by pastoral leases in
the state’s Southern and Northern rangelands. Our writer
visited Wooleen and Hamelin stations in the Southern
Rangelands, and Cheela Plains Station, which is located
just inside the Northern Rangelands.

create a sustainable cattle business. Arriving at Wooleen, we
walk through a shady garden oasis to the homestead. We’re
greeted by three enthusiastic cattle dogs, followed by the
ever-smiling Frances, farewelling departing guests before she
turns to welcome the new.
The property’s National Trust-listed homestead is a grand
old dame dating back to 1918, and Frances and David share it
with up to 10 guests at any one time. Wooleen also has two
self-contained rammed-earth guest houses, and wild camping
sites. Inside the homestead, a self-supporting barrel-vaulted roof
forms an open-plan atrium. The room is eclectic and homely, with
a large billiard table residing by an indoor fountain and vintage
motorcycle. Three guests are relaxing in cane armchairs, reading
books from the library. Like old friends, they’re telling Frances
about the Major Mitchell’s cockatoos they saw this morning.
Frances shows me the elegant formal dining room where she
and David dine with guests. The seven rooms in the homestead
feature old-fashioned furniture and curtains that billow onto the
shady verandah or internal breezeway. I chat with Frances as she
bakes the next round of morning tea, and a blob of butter hits the
antique scales as she explains how tourism helps put food on
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silence in a minibus with pastoralist David Pollock. We’re 650km north-east of Perth,
in Western Australia’s Southern Rangelands. Before us
stretch vast unvegetated swathes of red dirt, but, as I’m
discovering, it didn’t always look like this, and the realisation of how hugely degraded these leasehold lands are
is shocking to me.
The Southern Rangelands comprise about 500,000sq.km
between WA’s south-western agricultural region and arid interior.
They include the Gascoyne, Murchison and Goldfields–Nullarbor
regions, all of which were originally covered by huge expanses of
low shrublands. The state’s Northern Rangelands, which comprise more than 350,000sq.km in the Kimberley and Pilbara,
are characterised by grasslands.
“This is supposed to be our high productivity country,” says
David, whose family has owned the lease to Wooleen Station,
in the Murchison, since 1990. “But by 1940, 75 per cent of this
saltbush-bluebush productivity had already been wiped out.”
When pastoral leases were first granted in WA in the mid- to
late 1800s, the country was riding on the back of merino sheep.
Pastoralists were required to run the maximum number of sheep
possible, and at first it was lucrative. The pastoral lands were covered in native grasses and palatable perennial bushes. But intensive
grazing, coupled with severe drought, changed everything.
Wooleen began the famed 1930s drought with 26,000 sheep,
and, after 16,000 died of starvation, ended up with 10,000.
“All these bare patches out here originate from that time, or
droughts preceding it,” David explains. With no other means
of income permitted on pastoral leases, and not having freehold
ownership of the land or the financial means to allow long-term
rehabilitation, generations of pastoralists have struggled decade
after decade to make a living from increasingly less-productive
land. Adding to this downward slide, climate change is bringing
less-predictable, and drier, weather.
Some pastoralists are packing up their assets and walking
away. But others are looking for options to stay. Recently, the
WA government has allowed pastoralists to apply for permits
to diversify, including into tourism. Tourism operations must
be low-key, such as station stays, and may only supplement
agricultural income. But they’re giving the Pollocks and other
pastoralists breathing room – a means of survival while they pursue restorative agriculture. With COVID-19 having restricted
West Australians to intra-state travel only from April 2020 until
recently, many WA stations have been having a bumper tourism
year. So I am here with my family on a camping road trip to
explore three of them as they journey towards sustainability.

Wooleen has seven campsites,
four of which are generously
spaced along the banks of the
Murchison River.

Travelling from Perth, take the Great Northern
Highway and then Midlands Road towards
Mingenew, stocking up on supplies in Mullewa.
(In spring look for spectacular wildflowers en
route.) The final 130km to the station is on the
unsealed Twin Peaks–Wooleen Road, so be
sure to check on its status.

The homestead’s
barrel-vaulted
atrium is
characteristic of
the Murchison
region. David and
Frances Pollock
(left) are steering
Wooleen towards
sustainability.
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Camping is available
at Beasley River Gorge
on Cheela Plains,
where Mussel Pool is
a stunning place to
swim, or launch into
from a rope swing.

A steel mesh enviro-roll stretches across the Roderick River on
Wooleen Station. It's designed to replicate a continuous band of
vegetation that will help slow the flow and reduce erosion.

A ring-tailed dragon basks at Beasley
River Gorge. The Pilbara has one of the most
diverse reptile assemblages in the world.

Cheela Plains is more than 1400km from
Perth. Most people visit via Exmouth,
about a five-hour drive away. Karijini NP is
a three-hour drive. Roads are sealed, apart
from the 1km entrance road, which is 2WD
accessible. The Beasley River Gorge selfdrive geological tour requires a 4WD.
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Volunteer camp
hosts light the
fire and chat
with guests as
they cook on a
barbecue plate.
The corrugated
iron walls inside
the Red Plains
Cafe are decorated
with artefacts of
outback life.
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Cheela Plains Station

the table. “With destocking and trying to rehabilitate, it became
really clear that we needed more money from somewhere, and
if we didn’t ramp it up, we weren’t going to survive,” she says.
These days, cattle are temporary residents at Wooleen, and
at the time of my visit only 150 head were onsite. The Pollocks
choose not to breed cattle, avoiding attachment to genetic lines.
Instead, they buy stock when Wooleen has feed and sell before it
runs out. “That’s kind of been the strategy,” Frances says. “Buy
skinny and drought-affected; sell fat at good prices.”
Before setting up camp I sign Wooleen’s Commitment to
Country, pledging to protect the landscape. The Pollocks avoid
overstocking with humans, just as they do with cattle. With only
seven campsites, visitors are guaranteed seclusion. Ours is 16km
from the homestead and perched by the Murchison River, where
reflected casuarina trees ripple, disturbed by a cormorant diving
for fish. A highlight of any Wooleen visit is David’s sunset tour,
and together with other visitors we pile into his minibus. David
explains the issues faced by pastoralists considering rehabilitation of their leasehold land, such as the resource being already
depleted before the current generation was born, the lack of
ownership, and a shortfall of funds. Despite the obstacles, he
explains how and why he relentlessly pursues a landscape that
will be able to sustain cattle for generations.
In 2006 Wooleen experienced its biggest flood on record.
Perennial saltbushes germinated but David decided to destock.
It was a critical decision to allow native vegetation a chance to
send roots deep into the ground before being grazed, making
them stronger and providing for future stock.
David stops the bus at Wooleen Lake and uses old photographs to demonstrate his progress. Recognised as nationally
important wetland habitat for birds, the two, mostly dry, lakes
on his property are pet projects, and David is besotted with
their regenerating native grasses.
The average annual rainfall at Wooleen is about 210mm.
“About half runs off, together with our topsoil, and hits the
ocean at Kalbarri,” David says. He uses earthworks such as
embankments to try to spread floodwaters and combat erosion,
which also encourages the growth of understorey vegetation.
Similarly, cylindrical mesh structures called enviro-rolls are
placed in creek beds to slow the flow, significantly reducing
topsoil run-off, turning brown rivers clear.

Evan and Robin Pensini of Cheela Plains Station rest in the shade
behind their Red Plains Cafe. The couple’s rest-based grazing practices
have seen great improvement in native grass coverage.

Particularly controversial is David’s decision to tolerate dingoes, rather than poisoning and shooting them as pastoralists are
required to do under the terms of their lease. An agricultural
department assessment in 1981 estimated that 61 per cent of
grazing pressure in the region is from unmanaged feral goats
and wild kangaroos, which have benefited from water supplied
by stations. David argues that if he destocked without addressing
the goat and kangaroo problem, their numbers would explode
and quickly demolish the repaired pasture. For him, dingoes are
a good solution to that and he maintains they aren’t a significant
threat to healthy cattle. He estimates that since dingoes have
been allowed to return, goat and kangaroo numbers have decreased by 90 per cent. Foxes and feral cats have also declined.
The Wooleen tour visits Budara Rock, a massive granite
outcrop said to be 3.6 billion years old, making it some of
Earth’s oldest rock. David explains his connection with the
local Wajarri Yamatji people, who lived and worked on the
station until 2004. He sought their permission to show visitors
the hidden path through the boulders to permanent water. We
don’t enter, but touch the rocks worn smooth by the hands of
countless generations of careful land managers.

S

OME 1400KM NORTH-EAST of Perth, Cheela Plains Station
is also embracing regenerative agriculture. The owners of
this 1885sq.km cattle station, Evan and Robin Pensini, are
using a technique called rest-based grazing to encourage native
grass growth. Like the Pollocks, the Pensinis have diversified
into tourism to provide a separate income stream and help take
the pressure off grazing. Offering 25 campsites and dongas –
transportable accommodation rooms – for couples or families,
Cheela Plains is a popular stopover for tourists travelling between
Ningaloo Reef and the famed gorges of Karijini National Park.
By the time we arrive, we’ve had a rough day on back roads,
including a broken rear windscreen and spare-tyre issues. We’re
welcomed by station stay managers Les and Lou Wiebenga, who
swing into action. After a few phone calls and a visit to the
onsite workshop, solutions to our problems are emerging. It’s a
level of service that underlines the personal connection a station
stay provides. While setting up camp we are astounded by the
green lawn surrounded by shady eucalypts. Kids are kicking
footballs and playing on a slightly wonky table tennis table.
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Timeline of WA pastoral leases
“No one business gives a set income
each year, and each one can step up or
be knocked down…with COVID we
thought we may not have…tourism.”

Just before sunset, we take the wildflower-lined walk up the
hill. At the top, a giant Australian flag billows as the sun’s last
rays illuminate the tops of Evan’s beloved native grass pastures.
We join other travellers and Les and Lou at the cafe’s communal long table for dinner. When the generator fails, the chatting
continues by candlelight. We’re slightly disappointed when Les
coaxes the generator back to life and the lights snap on. The next
night is a burger dinner around the campfire and afterwards Les
runs a stargazing talk, showing us Scorpio, Jupiter and Saturn,
and recounting an Aboriginal story of an emu visible in the
spaces of a constellation.
Evan grew up here when Cheela was part of Wyloo Station,
and Robin hails from ranch country in Texas, USA. In 2001 they
split off a section that became Cheela Plains Station and pursued
their renewable practices. The Pilbara is a tough environment
with unpredictable rains that can fall any time or not at all. In
2010, after an extended dry period, Evan and Robin took the
bold step of destocking Cheela Plains completely. Parting with
the property’s breeder herd after 33 years was heartbreaking.
They spent two years managing a property near Alice Springs
and returned to Cheela with new ideas for diversification. Evan
began a contracting business, rehabilitating mine tracks and
drill pads, and they offered accommodation to mine workers,
which led to tourism. “No one business gives a set income each
year, and each one can step up or be knocked down,” Robin
explains. “For example, with COVID we thought we may not
have a tourism income at all.”
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John Forrest

established.

1837–39 Captain

George Grey explores parts
of the Kimberley coast, then
areas between the Swan River
and Shark Bay for colonisation
and grazing potential, reporting
great pastoral capacity in
many areas.

1841

WA’s first leasehold
grazing system implemented,
whereby freehold land owners
are offered grazing rights on
surrounding Crown land.

1851 Pastoral leases

instituted in a form still recognisable today. Full Aboriginal
access is enshrined.

1863 Land Regulations

Act classifies WA into Class
A lands available for freehold
farming settlement in the
south-west, Class B lands
available for pastoral leases,
and Class C lands of the interior
not available.

1863–68

Pastoral leases
taken up northwards
from Toodyay, York
and Northam, and
inland from coastal
Geraldton, mostly by
existing lessees seeking
pasture for expansion.

1866 Total WA leasehold
about 63,000sq.km; almost
one-third is in the Kimberley.
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On the road into Beasley River Gorge a sign points to this cliff
formation known as The Wall, created where rock strata have buckled
and been thrust upwards. It’s reached by a short walking track.

But as I look around the campsite, I see tourism is booming,
with West Australians exploring their state. Robin concurs. “In
our first year we had 25 campers, the next year was 500, then
it was 1200, then it more than doubled each year,” she says.
Traditional grazing in the pastoral lands sees cattle roaming
throughout huge areas, grazing preferentially on species that may
never recover. With the rest-based grazing being deployed on
Cheela Plains, cattle are kept in smaller areas, forcing them to
graze all plants more evenly. Stock are then moved from that
paddock before it reaches a degraded state and it’s allowed to
recover. The time cattle spend in each paddock depends on the
mob size, amount of grass, paddock size and stock condition.
“It’s no different from taking the family in to the buffet – the
big ones can eat more than the little ones,” Evan says.
The station’s cattle business now focuses on agistment, deliberately removing the connection to a breeder herd. “You have
this bubble of thought that yours are the greatest, and irreplaceable,” Robin says. “You end up holding on to them longer than
you should. You think, ‘Oh, it’s going to rain next week; I’ll
just keep them a bit longer and then longer.’ With agistment you
don’t have that same emotional response.” Backed by this diversification, rest-based agriculture is working. Evan remembers 40
years ago when these paddocks looked like scalded ground. “We
measure our success on the native pastures,” he says. “There’s
a reason people don’t know how many natives they’ve got, or
don’t recognise them, it’s because they’ve been grazed out, and
that’s because they are so palatable.” The grasslands near the
station stay are a land system called the 'Cheela Plains' and this is
the most productive 35,000ha of the station. Between 1978 and
2018, the carrying capacity of this land system increased from
85 head of cattle to 1200, according to the WA Department
of Primary Industries and Regional Development estimations.
For tourists visiting Cheela Plains, a highlight is a self-guided
4WD tour through Beasley River Gorge. Les hands me a map
and description of the ancient geological features. The track
leads through 400 million years of history, from volcanic rocks
2700 million years old to sedimentary rocks deposited during
the ‘great oxidation event’ 2300 million years ago, which ultimately led to complex life on Earth. After unlocking a gate,
we bump along station tracks and through pebbly creek beds
to Peaimatha Soak, a permanent waterhole. The only humans
in sight, we unfold camping chairs and take in the tranquillity.
Spinifex pigeons with their cheeky topknots cluster on the prehistoric rocky outcrop, and budgerigars, finches and cockatiels
chatter as they nervously drink.
In nearby Beasley River Gorge, a few wilderness-loving
campers dot the wide, mostly dry, creek bed. Buckled layers
of spectacular banded iron formation can be seen at the dry
Perentie Falls, and looking up we see evidence of floods, logs
and branches violently wedged halfway up mature trees. We

1829 Swan River colony

1869 John Forrest

(later WA’s first premier)
begins searching for lost
explorer Ludwig Leichhardt;

reports on
agricultural potential;
maps leases
that pre-dated his
visits.

1879

Alexander Forrest
(John’s brother) explores
East Kimberley including the
Ord River; reports on the rich
country of the Ord, Fitzroy
and Nicholson plains.

1886 James

the chaining of
Aboriginal guides.

1918

Current
Wooleen homestead built.

1921

Total WA
leasehold area reaches about
1,050,000sq.km.

c. 1930 A lucrative

period stimulates pastoral
expansion but the Great
Depression hits hard.

1933 Major

drought hits WA,
lasting at least
five years. In the
Murchison and
WA Land
Gascoyne regions,
Regulations
up to 2 million (of
Alexander
gazetted prior
a total of 5 million)
Forrest
to becoming a selfsheep are lost and the
determining colony.
landscape suffers longPrinciple of Aboriginal acterm damage. Pre-1933
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and unimproved parts of
repeated.
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The Land Act 1933
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Peake
land “in a husband-like man(later Wyloo) Staner”, but is never enforced.
tion established by
the McGrath family.
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A
route for the first rababout 825,000sq.km.
bit-proof fence, to protect
pastures from rabbits from
A post-drought
the east, is surveyed by A.W.
Royal Commission into the
Canning and built. The route
pastoral industry’s finances
stretches from Starvation
documents huge dust storms.
Bay in the south to Cape
Keraudren in the north.
Final
cattle drives
on the Canning
An 1800km stock
route to move cattle from
Stock Route.
stations at Halls Creek to
Wiluna surveyed by Canning,
Wool price
tainted by cruelty and
collapses and the reserve
Sharpe founds
Wooleen Station.

1887

1888

1901–05

price scheme creates a wool
stockpile that finally sells in
2001. Many pastoralists lose
their livelihoods and diversify
from merinos to meat sheep
or cattle.

1933

1939

1940

1959

1906

1989

2001

Wyloo Station
is divided in two, with
half becoming Cheela
Plains Station.

2015

Hamelin Station
purchased by Bush Heritage
Australia for conservation.

2015

All WA pastoral
leases expire and 437 are
eligible for renewal. All but
two are renewed, with terms
from 21 to 50 years.

2017

After 22 years,
the Wajarri Yamatji people
achieve Native Title recognition for 68,743sq.km including Wooleen Station. More
than 300 people gather at
Budara Rock on Wooleen
to witness the on-country
Federal Cour t hearing.

2019

WA pastoral lands
cover about 860,000sq.km.

2019

WA government
releases its Pastoral Lands
Reform update, acknowledging ecological sustainability of the pastoral estate
is not adequately protected
by the current system
of land monitoring and administration. Reforms will
include land management
guidelines, monitoring
and consultation.
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Hamelin Outback Station

Hamelin’s old shearing shed is now
a museum, where visitors can see
historic wool bales, shearing tools,
holding yards and the classing table.
Ancient stromatolites
can be viewed from this
boardwalk at Hamelin Pool
Marine Nature Reserve, next
to Hamelin Station.

Jackie Mahood (top left) manages Hamelin
Station Stay, including renovated shearers’
quarters, campsites and spotless amenities.
Hamelin’s original homestead is made from
naturally compressed cockle shells (far left).
This shearer’s comb (left) is one of the historic
relics on display in Hamelin’s old shearing shed.

picnic under shady paperbarks and swim at the deep Mussel
Pool, the kids flying from the rope swing into the chilly water.

W

E HEAD FURTHER SOUTH for our final station visit.

Hamelin Outback Station stay is 730km north of
Perth, on the shores of World Heritage-listed Shark
Bay. The 2020sq.km station is adjacent to Hamelin Pool’s famed
stromatolites, among the world’s oldest life forms (see AG 141).
Shark Bay also has 10 per cent of the world’s dugongs, the
famous Monkey Mia dolphins and seagrass beds of international
significance for their carbon sequestration capabilities.
This location makes Hamelin Station of extraordinary
conservation value. The former sheep station was purchased
in 2015 by Bush Heritage Australia, a non-government, notfor-profit conservation organisation that owns and operates
36 reserves across the country.
The acquisition extended by 10 per cent the Shark Bay
protected area, which already included Francois Peron
National Park, Shark Bay Marine Park and Hamelin Pool
Marine Nature Reserve.
Hamelin remains a working station, but these days the work
is conservation and research. Tourism helps to spread Bush
Heritage’s message, with accommodation offered in renovated
shearers' quarters and well-maintained campsites.
Driving in from the red dirt access road, I’m struck by the
bright white surface of the car park and campsites. On closer
inspection, I realise the surface is millions of tiny cockle shells.
104 Australian Geographic

Camping here includes a walking tour with reserve
manager Ken Judd, who explains the significance of these
shells. The Hamelin cockle grows in super-salty Hamelin
Pool, the same environment that supports the nearby stromatolites. The salty water means the cockles have no predators and
thrive in astounding numbers. The shells are deposited by
waves on nearby beaches where they reach about 9m deep and
have historically been mined in a shell quarry. The station’s
original homestead was built in 1914 using blocks of naturally
compressed cockle shells.
Cultural history is an important part of Bush Heritage’s
charter, both Indigenous and European, and the organisation
has renovated the grand old building. “It’s probably one of
the best surviving examples of this kind of shell building,”
Ken says.
He tells me about the history of grazing here, which began
in the early 1900s: “The first decade of pastoralism saw 35,000
sheep knock down the carrying capacity of the land by a third,
simply because all the ground covers disappeared.”
Bush Heritage is in the process of destocking, but maintaining fences is expensive, and goats and sheep mount constant
incursions. “Our neighbour works with us, and we return his
stock, but this season we will put up a boundary fence,” Ken
says. “Government has supported this, assisting with funds to
build a dog-proof fence.”
Bush Heritage has a team of ecologists on-site and supports
various research projects here. “We do camera monitoring,

Hamelin Station is on the shores of Shark
Bay, 726km north of Perth. It’s accessible
by 2WD and can accommodate the
largest caravans on its unpowered sites. A
well-equipped camp kitchen is available;
bring all your own food. Several communal
campfire pits are supplied.

vegetation surveys, mammal, reptile and bird surveys,” Ken
says. Bush Heritage is supporting the Smithsonian Institution in
a study on stromatolites and BirdLife Australia with a bird song
project. Pitfall trapping is conducted to establish a baseline of
animals present, and an integrated ongoing program is removing
foxes, cats and rabbits. “We don’t expect it to ever come back
to pre-European landscapes, but we do want it to function as
it should, and work ecologically,” Ken says.
Hamelin Station is home to unique species, such as the
Hamelin skink, which is only recorded from this station and
one other location. Another significant species is the western
grasswren, an elusive bird found almost exclusively around
Shark Bay. The species is the subject of Aline Gibson Vega’s
PhD through the University of WA. She’s studying the genetic
diversity, ecology and use of song in various populations, information that will be useful in translocating the bird to Dirk
Hartog Island, where it is locally extinct.
Bush Heritage provides accommodation for Aline and other
researchers in the homestead. “If that facility wasn’t as good
as it is, it would be a lot harder, mentally, to be out there,” she
says, explaining that she enjoys working at Hamelin for the
occasional interaction with tourists. “I get to do some presentations and people want to learn – they want to know more.”
Ken says Bush Heritage hopes to use this thirst for knowledge to its advantage. The station stay itself generates enough
income to be self-sustaining, but there’s a bigger picture here
too. “The station stay is a by-product,” Ken says. “We think

we can tap into the fringe benefits of having travellers come
through and learn more about what we do and how we do it,
and potentially donate.”
The property is full of historic reminders of its days as a
sheep station, and I browse through relics in the old shearing
shed while a flock of red-tailed black-cockatoos alights in
casuarina trees. Around the artificial lake, I meet several birdwatchers with enormous cameras hoping to capture some of the
125 bird species found here. I delight at finding a spectacular
rainbow bee-eater and the iridescent blue white-winged fairywren. As the land recovers, birdlife is becoming more prolific.

A

home, I recall the conclusion of David
Pollock’s tour of Wooleen. I'm standing on a mountain of rock, savouring a glass of wine as the final
rays of sunshine slide below the biggest horizon imaginable.
But now I’m reflecting on the even bigger picture – the future of leasehold stations shared by all Australians. “People
need to be much more connected to food, and to land, and
understand the real cost of producing,” I recall Frances saying. “People are much more invested if they get to be part
of the experience and contribute to it in a meaningful way.”
Cheela Plains, Hamelin and Wooleen are all pursuing their
own goals, and tourism is helping them get there. For visitors
like me, a station stay provides an authentic outback experience
and an understanding of pastoral challenges, while contributing
AG
to a land manager’s quest for sustainability.
S I HEAD
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