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“They all differ 
in colour, pattern, 

size, horn length and 
personality.”

I call it a coincidence that James 
Reyne’s song ‘Way Out West’ started 
playing on the radio as I took off 
on my 140km journey south-west 

from Townsville in north Queensland 
to Leahton Park, a cattle property just 
outside Charters Towers.
Although I hadn’t quit my job (nor 

had I left my other half behind), the 
nature of my visit was just to get away 
and, like Reyne says, ‘at last I get the 
feeling that I’m really alive’.
Leaving behind the sea-salt licked 

palm trees of Townsville and its 
saintly-stained Castle Hill, the open 
roads framed by the golden grasses 
and semi-scorched gum trees has 
a soothing affect, and I am eager to 
experience the majesty and history 
that awaits.
Leahton Park is 5km along Urdera 

Road. Its double white gates are the 
first welcome to the homestead one 
sees. Once parked I am greeted  
by the property’s owners, Michael  
and Lynda Bethel.

You don’t have to travel to the United States for an authentic ‘old west’ experience. Head into outback 
Queensland and mix it with Australia’s largest herd of purebred Texas Longhorn cattle.  
WORDS AND IMAGES CALISTA BRUSCHI

The Bethels have called Leahton 
Park home for more than 15 years, 
after moving from Georgetown, further 
north in the Gulf Country.
With his wide-brimmed hat and 

bushy moustache, Michael is  
every bit the ‘man on the land’ and 
says he has a humble background  
on cattle stations.
But his enthusiasm and passion for 

the legendary Texas Longhorn breed 
and of how he and Lynda realised 
their dream in establishing a unique 
experience for those making the short 
trip out along the highway is evident 
in the chat we have prior to the tour.
Larger groups will enjoy a traditional 

horse drawn wagon ride around the 
property, guided by two magnificent 
Percheron draft horses named 
Woodrow and Gus. 
But for an experience of a different 

kind I join Michael in the front of his 
Polaris ‘Longhorn Safari’ Ranger  
all-terrain vehicle (ATV). 
As we head further afield, Michael 
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Above: Michael and Lynda 
Bethel with their Queensland 
tourism awards

Above right: A curious Longhorn 
makes its way to the ATV for a 
‘hello’ and a feed

All photographs are copyright to 
Calista Bruschi

cattle, a feat the Bethels are 
immensely proud of.
“They are a breed unique from any 

other,” Michael says. 
“They are intelligent, easy to work 

with and easy to handle.”
On the property is the Guinness 

Book of Records world record holder 
for the longest horns, JR (Johnny 
Reb), who had taken shelter from the 
day’s dry heat under one of the lone 
trees scattered about the property.
As if to prove his point, Michael 

steps from the ATV and carefully 
approaches the star attraction of  
this tour. 
Stretching more than 2.8m from  

tip to tip, JR’s horns are longer than 
any other cattle measured in the 
world and Michael doesn’t want to get 
in their way.
What surprises me though is 

how incredibly placid JR is in our 
company, in stark contrast to his 
fierce-looking horns. 
With cattle such as this a rarity  

it is a privilege to be able to see such  
a magnificent steer up close.
“Things aren’t always bigger 

in Texas, they can be bigger in 
Queensland,” Michael says with  
a wry smile. 
“We knew from the start that JR was 

special. His horns were really long 
and we started keeping a record of 
his horns and they just kept getting 
longer and longer.”

takes the ATV up close to his herd 
before sharing their long and amazing 
history.
“No breed of cattle has had the 

influence on shaping a nation’s 
history than the Longhorn,” Michael 
says. 
“There mightn’t have been cowboys 

without the Longhorn, and that 
means no western movies and no 
rodeo.”
He says it’s likely the Texas 

Longhorn made its way to America 
from Spain and, without the influence 
of man, developed resistance to 
environmental harshness and 
disease.
It became a money-spinner after 

the American Civil War when men in 
the south-west realised they could 
make a lot of money selling the 
free-wandering cattle to those in the 
north. But when meatier breeds from 
England took favour, Texas Longhorn 
numbers began to dwindle. So much 
so the cattle were on the brink of 
extinction in the 1920s.
“Had it not been for the intervention 

of concerned breeders, Australia 
would not have seen the Texas 
Longhorn introduced,” Michael says, 
pointing out that the first import of 
the breed was around 1980.
Leahton Park is 1,100 acres (445.15 

hectares) and home to Horseshoe 
B Longhorns, Australia’s largest 
purebred herd of Texas Longhorn 

Leahton Park is located at 
441 Urdera Road, Charters 

Towers in Queensland. 
Contact Michael and Lynda 
on 07 4787 8126 or e-mail 
info@teaslonghorn.com.au. 

Bookings for the  
Texas Longhorn Wagon  

Tours & Safaris are essential 
and can be done at  

www.texaslonghorn.com.au

VISIT LEAHTON PARK
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Left top and bottom: No two 
Longhorns are the same; water 
buffalo are just some of the 
other attractions at Leahton 
Park you can see on tour 

Above: Johnny Reb, the 
Guinness World Record Holder 
for longest horns

All photographs are copyright to 
Calista Bruschi

He became the official world record 
holder in 2011 and his horns have 
continued growing.
As we drive across Leahton Park 

Michael explains that no two 
Longhorns are alike.
“They all differ in colour, pattern, 

size, horn length and personality,”  
he says.
Michael and Lynda are dedicated to 

breeding and improving the quality 
of Longhorns in Australia. They 
encourage breeders from across the 
country to establish their own Texas 
Longhorn herd using embryo transfer.
“Our bulls are direct descendants 

of the American Texas Longhorns,” 
Lynda says. “We use several 
breeders in the United States, and 
are registered with the International 
Texas Longhorn Association.”
The Bethels Longhorns are regarded 

for being the best quality available in 
Australia, and several of their bulls 
have been used with great success in 
artificial insemination breeding.
Kangaroos, water buffalo, deer and 

native Australian wildlife can also 
be found at Leahton Park and if 
you want to extend your escape to 
experience more of the park and its 
surrounds, Michael and Lynda offer 
comfortable, air-conditioned cabin 
accommodation on-site.
The cabins are furnished in  

a western theme, with full-length 
verandahs and en suite facilities. It 

is here you can experience a tranquil 
evening and the Bethels’ country 
hospitality with a hearty home-cooked 
breakfast.
Leahton Park is not only a working 

cattle property — Michael is  
a self-taught saddle maker and his 
exquisite saddles are in demand 
throughout Australia as well as in the 
United States and Europe. 
His intricate pieces of leatherwork 

can be viewed as part of a tour of the 
saddle shop.
When asked how long it takes to 

create one saddle Lynda pulls  
a mould out from beneath one of the 
benches in the workshop and says 
“up to 10 months”.
“Every customer has a unique shape 

and how they sit in the saddle is 
equally as unique,” Lynda says.
The Bethels’ Texas Longhorn Wagon 

Tours and Safaris have won multiple 
awards, including Tourist Attraction 
of the Year at the 2013 North 
Queensland Tourism Awards.
A full Longhorn experience at 

Leahton Park includes a traditional 
Australian morning tea of camp oven 
damper and other homemade treats, 
and billy tea.
Seasonal conditions dictate that the 

horse drawn wagon tours operate 
between early May and September 
each year when the weather is cooler, 
but safari tours can sometimes be 
arranged from October to April.

Just 10km from Leahton Park 
is the former gold mining 
town of Charters Towers. 

Make the most of your visit 
out west by exploring the 

town’s rich heritage.

WHILE IN THE AREA


