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  lemon light builds like a revelation across the 
horizon. Dawn breaks over flat red earth stretching as far as the 
eye can see. The only sound is the steady clunk of a windmill 
and the soft fluttering of air moving through trees. Even in the 
desert, it seems creatures sleep. Suddenly, a white Toyota ute 
rips through the early morning glow, a small speck churning 
up a dusty comet trail. Grassy bales of hay hang from the tray. 
The vehicle crunches to a halt near the homestead and a lanky 
young man springs out, so slim he barely splits the air. Baden 
Holt, 25, has been up before the day.

He strides from the vehicle past a shed littered with more 
Toyotas, motorbikes and the accoutrements of a cattle station 
– tractors and welding machines, old fuel drums, a dirty white 
petrol bowser glinting like a strange sculpture in the sienna 
landscape. The merciless heat will start pulsing within an hour 
and Baden Holt will drive and drive, delivering protein blocks 

for cattle out in the scrub to lick, checking that water bores 
are working, running the property with his father, craggy and 
forceful Donald Holt, whose own grandfather settled here in 
1924, in the vast, inhospitable, unforgiving, exquisite red land 
of central Australia.

Inside the homestead, the floors are cool slate. Four huge 
sofas with tan covers and burgundy throws dominate the 
sitting room. On the walls, Aboriginal art – soft colours 
tumbling across canvas like pink and yellow clouds. Janet 
Holt is spreading breakfast dishes and jam jars across the long 
dining table, talking about what happens in a big fire.

She handles radio communications, satellite photos on wind 
direction, and sometimes drives hundreds of kilometres to the 
fire front with tanks of water, food and fuel for the men who 
work with huge graders cutting firebreaks deep and wide in the 
paramount battle of wills – man against nature.  



The scale of this land is so huge it defies imagination. Utopia, 
under the management of traditional Aboriginal owners since 
the mid-1970s, is cheek by jowl. The Holts have four stations 
covering 2,760 square kilometres – Delmore Downs, Delny, 
Dnieper and Old Macdonald Downs, the original property 
where Don Holt’s grandfather Charles Chalmers settled in the 
1920s, and where his small stone house still stands.

Before breakfast is finished, Baden Holt has bounded off to 
check on his gyrocopter, a lethal-looking flying machine. Like 
a motor with rotor blades or a tiny helicopter with no cabin, 
it has a seat open to the elements. Surely there will be a crash 
helmet? His mother says she can’t look when the gyro takes off. 
His father admits that his blood pressure comes into play. But 
Baden Holt, his mind consumed with dreams of technological 
change that might transform the way a cattleman works 
– mixed together with the crazy courage of youth – musters 
cattle using this flying sling. 

It is not long before some of the Aboriginal neighbours 
materialise. Janet Holt is wanted on the back veranda, an 
area overlooking a wide square of red earth and bush beyond. 
Cattle loiter in the distance near a tank fed by the slowly 
turning windmill, its blades fracturing sunlight on trees like a 
strobe. Under a tall tree across the yard, a couple of dusty pick-
up trucks have pulled in. Aboriginal youngsters have emerged 
to play. A white plastic chair, alone in the centre of the yard, is 
covered in drips of paint.

On the shaded back veranda two women, elders of Utopia, 
along with one of their nieces, have settled themselves amid a 
scene reminiscent of Jackson Pollock’s old painting studio in 
Springs, Long Island on the other side of the world. Dribbles of 
paint cover every millimetre of the concrete surface. A painting 

three-quarters completed rests against the wall. It looks like 
an aerial photograph of yellow, mauve and red bush flowers, 
hazing together.

The women are the Ngale sisters, artists Poly and Kathleen. 
There is a frisson of fuss, as Kathleen wants a canvas prepared 
immediately, to start a fresh painting. Janet has stretched it 
already and quickly puts on a coat of white gesso which dries 
in the heat as fast as it goes on. Next, a coat of black. The 
Ngale sisters chat and laugh in their own language, Alyawarre, 
and toss out questions and commands to Janet. Where is the 
cup of tea, they want to know. 

They are from Arlparra country and their work is sought by 
collectors. A breeze blows along the veranda, lifting the fronds 
of a palm in the rising heat. Kathleen, who has been wandering 
impatiently, finally gets the canvas and lays it out before her 
on the veranda floor. It is plain black, a clean slate. She curls 
herself up beside it, dips a brush into a plastic tub of paint and 
begins, methodically placing perfect crimson dots, one by one, 
around the perimeter.

THIS IS EMILY Kngwarreye country and the Ngale sisters are 
part of a long line of Utopia artists weaving back and forth 
between their communities, Alice Springs, and the station. 
Kngwarreye was the giant of Aboriginal art, beginning to 
paint in her 70s and producing an estimated 3,500 paintings 
in the eight years before she died, about half commissioned by 
Delmore Downs. 

Today, a catalogue number and the names Delmore or 
Gooch on the back of an Emily canvas are recognised as the 
best provenance – or stamp of authority – available. Rodney 
Gooch was the arts adviser to the Central Australia Aboriginal 
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“You have to be prepared to sacrifice country,” interrupts 
her husband Don. “If it’s a big fire, we’ll hit it with two graders. 
Baden and I can do 100 kilometres of grading each in 24 hours 
– or 50 kilometres if it’s thick scrub. We can spend months 
cutting firebreaks in advance. We’ve got a couple of thousand 
kilometres of road. Because of Utopia not being grazed, there 
is so much fuel there. So we have firebreaks along boundaries. 
You either take out the grass with a grader or burn it out. There 
are roads along the fences and these create natural firebreaks.

“We get the forecasts from the meteorology people. We 
make the breaks where we think it’s going to go … you have to 
have a big enough break, and then you burn back into it. You 
might have to use three Toyotas with someone out the back 
lighting fires. We almost never have to fight fire with water. 
You fight fire with fire.”

Water, drought, fire – the constants of life in the fierce 
heartland of Australia. A million acres of land and thousands 
of brown Santa Gertrudis cattle owned by the Holt family 
have been suffering through the drought of the past two years. 
When he is not talking water, Don Holt talks drought. And 
then water again. He is obsessed with water. He seeks opinions 
on whether coastal rivers can be turned back, harnessed before 
flowing wastefully to the sea. 

On a long drive to Delmore Downs station, 250 kilometres 
north-east of Alice Springs (the Cessna is in having the radio 
fixed), Holt talks endlessly about the drought. He points out 
the mulga trees and says cattle can reach about two metres up 
into the branches. If it doesn’t rain by Christmas, he will be 
cutting the tops off the mulga with a giant saw mounted on the 
back of a truck, so that it falls in reach of his hungry, searching 
herds. If they walk too far, cattle lose condition. 
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Media Association in Alice in the late 1980s and ’90s. Like the 
Holts, he commissioned much of Emily’s work and supplied 
paintings to the magnificent Holmes à Court collection. 

Kngwarreye’s art, now celebrated in auction rooms, major 
collections and museums, took shape in a primal landscape, 
transformed by her imagination and genius into a contemporary 
art movement. About 30 of the works in a recent Kngwarreye 
exhibition, which travelled to Tokyo and Canberra drawing 
rave reviews, were originally from Delmore. Many others 
came from the Holmes à Court collection.

Don Holt sold much of his own collection of early 
Papunya paintings (from the Western Desert) when he started 
commissioning and buying contemporary Aboriginal art in the 
1980s. He estimates he and his wife have bought about 11,000 
works since then and many collectors still make the journey to 
Delmore, staying overnight, taking in the desert world.

Holt recalls the days after Kngwarreye finished Big Yam 
Dreaming, her seminal work painted in 1995. “We looked at 
it and savoured it for a few days, and we decided to gift it. We 
thought first of the National Gallery of Australia and we spoke 
to [curator] Wally Caruana about it. The National Gallery of 
Victoria was very keen too, and they said they would put the 
work up on permanent exhibition if they had it. So we decided 
to give it to them. But I felt bad about the NGA and so I asked 
Emily if she would mind doing another large one. We donated 
that [the spectacular Yam Awelye] to the NGA.” 

On the veranda at Delmore today, the Ngale sisters are 
perched like tiny birds, within the perimeter of a huge black 
rectangle formed by the paint-dripped edges of Big Yam 
Dreaming, a massive three-metre by eight-metre space. The 
original frame on which the canvas was stretched while Emily 
painted is now on the roof of the Delmore station store, the 
only place large enough to lay it flat.

Love of country is the thread binding pastoral families like 
the Holts and its Aboriginal owners. Drive out with Don Holt 
across the land to a series of massifs jutting high above the 
patchy scrub and climb high to the top. The mesmerising sight 
spread out below is immediately recognisable, rendered by the 
artists of the region in palettes that capture the soft dry colours 
of the earth, the desert grass and flowers. It turns the voluble 
Don Holt completely silent. It was here on the side of a vast 
rocky outcrop that the Holts’ daughter Eliza was married, 
the bridal party trooping into the desert and up through red 
granite boulders, amid ghost gums and shattered quartz, to a 
perfect desert sunset.

By the end of the day, Kathleen Ngale will have transformed 
a plain black canvas into a sea of pink and white. “Bush 
plum,” she says, “my country.” She is back again the next 

Don Holt thinks a lot about bloodstock and he can track 
his own family tree like, well, a cattleman. His grandfather on 
his mother’s side, Charles Oberland Chalmers (known to all 
as C.O.) was a teacher in country NSW when he resolved, at 
the age of 51, to go on to the land. He had married a station 
owner’s daughter, Cora Coventry, and they set off in 1921 with 
four children under 11, four calves, 300 sheep, a few horses 
and some chooks, a hive of bees and some seeds.

After an arduous two years-long journey, waiting for rain to 
fill waterholes along the way, the family set up camp near Plenty 
River in central Australia. They spent 18 months exploring the 
area, then took up 500 square miles, handed over freely by 
the government, to develop what became Macdonald Downs.  

morning, with her other sister Angelina, who wears a leopard 
print scarf and a western flannel shirt over a green sarong. 
Angelina has picked up with a painting where she left off 
days before – painstakingly making the most delicate dots 
using wooden meat skewers as brushes, giving the effect of  
pinpoints showered across a blue canvas. 

The sisters are hugely proud of their work. Don Holt slides 
round the corner on his way to check out cattle in some distant 
corner of the station. “Angelina,” he bellows, “how are you?” 
The women want fresh canvases again and Holt and a guest 
quickly paint white gesso on stretchers, preparing the base. 
Baden Holt materialises from nowhere and explains: “It’s 
quicker if you do it this way,” before heading off again.
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Holt’s mother Jessie was four when her family left NSW and 
six when they settled in the Northern Territory. Supplies 
came by camel train from South Australia every six months. 
“My grandfather had goats for meat and milk. He got cash 
flow from the sheep and survived on the goats. But he also 
had all-black shearing teams and stock camps and he learned 
everything he could from the Aboriginals working for him.” 

Holt’s grandfather on his father’s side was an Adelaide 
dentist with 3,000 square kilometres near Oodnadatta in South 
Australia. He raised his sons to ride and shoot and eventually 
the two families intersected when one of the sons, Geoff Holt, 
arrived at Macdonald Downs to buy sheep from C.O. Geoff 
Holt was a good shot, he played tennis and rode well – and he 
impressed young Jessie Chalmers. 

AS FAMILY LORE has it, several months later Geoff Holt picked 
up some news that spurred him to action on the romance front. 
Listening to the pedal radio (which functioned as something of 
an open bush telephone line), he learned that Jessie Chalmers 
of central Australia had appendicitis and was on her way by 
train to a hospital in Adelaide. Holt rode his horse the 90 miles 
to Oodnadatta, where he met the train when it pulled up at the 
siding on a brief stop. After greeting the young woman and 
checking on her wellbeing, he turned and rode home.

They were married in 1944 and spent their first five years 
in the South Australian outback. But Jessie was homesick and 
finally they turned their sights for home, back to the dry central 
desert. Seeking to make his own mark, Geoff Holt searched 
for water and when he struck an underground bore on the 
site that today is Delmore Downs homestead, they put down 
roots, sinking a well by hand. 

“Dad was a complex man,” Don Holt recalls. “He was 
very athletic, and he had the benefit of a very good education. 
He loved his Latin and Greek. But he really believed in the 
physical as well as the mental. We would go out when we were 
very young, from the age of five and six, with the Aboriginal 
men and help muster. You would be out for 12 hours a day 
and you would have to be self-reliant. You would have to fix 
the bike if it broke down or else walk the 10 kilometres back 
on your own. By the time we were about 8, my brother and I 
were doing mini-musters of sheep. It was good practice; if you 
learn how to track sheep and dingoes, you can track cattle.”

Starting out with School of the Air, Don Holt went on 
to boarding school in Alice Springs, followed by four years 
at Scotch College in Adelaide. He hoped for university, but 
there was a drought and the family wanted him home. His 
grandfather’s hand moved behind the scenes. “My maternal 
grandfather believed in educating his granddaughters but not 
his grandsons through university,” says Holt. “He believed in 
self-education. You have the literature of the world at your feet 
– through books. But you do it while you are at home looking 
after the property. So I came home at 16.”

Janet Holt was 25 when she met her husband at a St Patrick’s 
Day dance in Alice Springs. She recalls wearing a clinging 
cream sleeveless dress. He recalls that she was tanned and fit. 
She was a Melbourne girl, who had studied arts at Monash 
and film and television at Swinburne Tech, and then worked 
in theatre and television for three years. In 1974, she visited 
her sister, who was living in Alice Springs. One thing led to 
another and Janet ended up running the Papunya Tula Artists 
co-operative, staying for more than two years before she finally 
went bush with Holt to Delmore Downs.

“After the dance, I found out where she was staying,” he 
says. “It took a few weeks. I went round and called on her and 
offered to show her around. I showed her my early Papunya 
paintings and my collection of Hermannsburg water colours. 
We went to the Riverside pub and the drive-in. Her work with 
Papunya Tula later gave her practice driving out bush and 
giving the artists canvas and paint and so on. And I thought, 
well she’s had experience with going out bush. And I was 
getting a bit clucky.”

They would have four children – Eliza, Bronte, Baden and 
Annabel, raising them in much the same out-on-the-land way 
that Holt himself grew up. Today he says proudly that, while 
his children went to Geelong Grammar and the girls are all in 
Melbourne pursuing careers in law, medicine and commerce, 
any of them could run the station. Baden Holt, after his own 
university education in engineering and agricultural science, is 
fulfilling his destiny in the way of the men in this family.



A thoughtful young man with the looks to grace a magazine 
cover, Baden is out in the yard, his face hidden behind a Ned 
Kelly-like visor, a shower of sparks falling across his arms. He 
is welding a huge metal frame. It turns out this is a cage for 
hay bales. “They stick their head through to reach the hay,” 
he explains. “And when they can’t reach in any further, the 
weaners [the little ones] jump through the openings to get in 
and the bulls just knock it over.” Baden wants to advance the 
design by making a square frame so that the bulls can’t push 
it over so easily.

Mustering cattle would seem the archetypal Big Country 
action on a station, but newsreel imagery has given way to 
low-action tactics designed to reduce stress on the cattle. The 
Holts run a system of traps, with yards around permanent 
tanks and dams where cattle come to drink. “We can shut 
one gate and the cattle muster themselves [entering the yard 
through one-way gates]. In some areas, we use helicopters.”

And then there’s that other contraption  – Baden’s gyro. His 
father helps him push it along the earth track to the station 
petrol pump. It is a flying seat attached to a central post above 
which huge rotors droop like sad things. A handful of dials 
face the airman and the hollow seat holds the little fuel tank. 
Baden dons a helmet and climbs into the seat, strapping the 
harness in place. The father exchanges a look with his son and 
then the winged instrument drives off through the open gate, 
trundles across a scrubby paddock and turns to zoom along a 
skinny red dirt runway. 

“It’s a bit like strapping on a motor with a fan on it,” his 
father says. Suddenly, by a small miracle, it lifts straight into 
the air. Don Holt follows in the Toyota. Together father and 
son will muster a small group of 400 cattle in the dying light of 
day, the gyro whisking 15 metres above the grass. 

Nightfall sees a dining table set up just beyond the wide 
verandas of the homestead. A jillaroo runs back and forth 

with tiny kerosene lanterns and wine glasses as the heat of 
the day pulls back. A bank of small white flowers drifts in the 
breeze and an ancient metal bucket hangs from an old tree. 
The Holts, who have been running since daybreak between 
cattle, boreholes, the station store, the artists out the back and 
the non-stop demands of paperwork and admin, finally pull up 
for the day. They talk about water. And the drought.

They talk about the local football teams. Some of the 
stations have their own teams and each community has one; 
there are about 14 communities on Utopia and more than 200 
Aboriginal communities in the territories. “Our football team 
won the carnival last year,” says Don. “The team is often the 
sons of blokes who used to work for me years ago. They call 
themselves the Delmore Demons. They’ve been coming here 
since they were little kids.” He talks about water again, the 
stockmarket crash and Barack Obama. 

And then it’s back to water, water, water.                           ■


