
 

Steak + beer + mates = philanthropy.        
Welcome to the Wildebeests 
Deep in the heart of Melbourne’s wilds, a rare breed of philanthropist gathers to feed. Move aside women’s giving circles, the 

boys are back in town. 

Africa. 13 (or 14) years ago: 

A mob of Australian males makes its way across a Zimbabwean safari 

reserve. Mates from Melbourne, they are a pack of eight middle-and-

pushing-past-middle-aged business men in sandals and singlets, 

enjoying the points perks of their leader’s frequent flying and the 

freedom from family that is a boys’ bash on the other side of the world. 

“Up there,” one points. “Him. On the hill.” 

Atop a rocky outcrop stands a lone creature – a crash of horns, hair, 

awkward ears and wild, searching eyes. 

“Just like us. Dumb, ugly, and always looking for the next watering hole.” And so ‘The Wildebeests’ were born. 

Stefan’s Charcoal Grill, Melbourne. Sometime this year: 

A herd of definitely-pushing-the-envelope-on-middle-aged Australian males gathers to feed in the hunting grounds they 
have visited every month for 13 (or 14 years) since the African safari. In a desert of vegetarian-wives-and-kids, Stefan’s Grill 
is a charcoal oasis, and the mob meet and greet with spicy chevapcici sausage and cold beers in hand. 

Most of the original Beests are in attendance and are celebrating their recent purchase of the misspelled ‘Wildebeast’ – a two-

year-old gelding who last week ran a second and raised $912 for charity. 

Seventy-two-year-old ‘Uncle’ Clive Nicholson – retiree and now public 

celebrant (loves the weddings, love the funerals too, just loves helping good 

people) – shows off his Wildebeest tattoo, a birthday gift from his kids. 

Stefan’s fills quickly with Beests 
old and new, and Stefan himself 
smiles knowingly from inside a 
cloud of grill smoke as he throws 
more porterhouse (“the best 
you’ll ever have”) on the flame.  

 

 

To the relief of all present, Ocsober has just ended and the fridge is well stocked. 
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http://stefanscharcoalgrill.yolasite.com/
http://ocsober.com.au/


Pay-what-you-can philanthropy 

The Wildebeests’ meets began with meat rather than philanthropy in mind, but when a project to build a playground for a 

toddler who had tragically lost his sibling came across their path, the boys pooled a few dollars during one of their post-Africa 

steak-breaks, and the habit never stopped. 

In the 15 (or 16) years since their first Stefan’s gathering, the Wildebeests have contributed to more causes than they can 
remember. Orphanages are a theme. Kids are top of the agenda. The Bali Children’s Foundation, a nonprofit of which Wheelton 
is chairman and of which the Wildebeests are major supporters, has grown into an organisation that cares for more than 1000 
Balinese children and funds orphanage care for 240. 

On the tables at Stefan’s, beside steaks, beers, and unnamed cab savs from the monthly ‘Bring The Worst Wine Competition’ 

are photos of ‘Tere’; a lad from Madagascar who, thanks to funds contributed and raised by the Beests, was flown to Australia 

for surgery to correct his severely disabled legs. 

 

Wildebeest and ad man Stephen ‘Yolly’ Yolland says it’s a satisfying way to spend a few shekels: “You get away from the office, 

eat a great big steak, drink too much red wine – but you also quietly know that you helped change that kid’s life for the rest of 

time.  And we’ve got a hundred stories like it.” 

The Wildebeests organise golf days, collaborate with other foundations, and use their networks to build fundraising 

momentum. On the walls at Stefan’s hang commemorative illustrations of the many Variety Bash events that the Beests have 

driven in, and every monthly lunch the charity kitty is topped up with the purchase of pay-what-you-can raffle tickets. Prizes 

today include a Whoopee Cushion, a ceiling fan, a bottle of Claytons, and a stud finder (“But I don’t need this – I know where to 

find you boys when I need you”). Rules insist you keep the prize you win. 

 

Paul Wheelton OAM, Wildebeest leader, philanthropist and owner of Australia’s largest Budget Rent-A-Car franchise, calls the 
tribe of almost 30 blokes to order, and the Beests begin their work: “To attempt to improve the lives of those less fortunate 
than themselves.” 

http://www.balichildrenfoundation.org/
http://www.generositymag.com.au/catalyst-for-change/


Stoush it out diversity 

The Wildebeests are made up of a nice slice through middle Australia, 

say members. Hailing from finance, telecommunications, resources, 

sports management, police, publishing – Richmond and Hawthorn are 

evenly represented, and there are even a couple of Dockers. They have 

no politics. Gillard gets a pasting (still), and Abbott cops a comparison to 

Monica Lewinsky. Comments on Clive Palmer come under The Chatam 

House Rule.  Some Beests walked to today’s meeting, and an Aston 

Martin keeps good company in the alley carpark. 

“Paul is our heartbeat,” says Dario Rovatti, an original Wildebeest and 

Toyota executive. “Paul is the energy. He brings everyone together and 

cross-pollinates. He keeps bolting on a charity or two – we get a new 

member or two – and it works.” 

Wildebeests bring a variety of motivations and cause interests to the 
table. Over lunch more than ten different nonprofit affiliations are 
mentioned by members: the Ardoch Youth Foundation, Cancer Council, 
Life Education, Wallara Australia, Catholic Homes, UNICEF, and the 
Marsh Foundation are among others. 

Member diversity works to the group’s advantage, Dario says. “When it 

comes to divisions we can really stoush it out. Many of us sit on charity 

boards, and we can toss common issues around. A lot of hard work gets 

done here,” he smiles, pouring another beer. 

The cup is half full (so top it up) 

“You can put your arm around your mate, get something off your mind, tell a tall story,” says Beest Rod Collins, a crisis 

management specialist and former senior cop. “There aren’t a lot of outlets left for men.” The camaraderie of a sports team is 

referenced by many of the Beests to describe their culture. 

“See everything, look over a lot, correct what you can,” Rod says of the group’s general philosophy, adding that he nicked the 

phrase from a Victoria Cross recipient, who may have pinched it from the Pope. “It means don’t stress the small stuff. Look at 

the big picture but don’t let it get you down. Do something about it. A lot of us here are believers in the cup half full.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.ardoch.asn.au/
http://www.cancer.org.au/
http://www.lifeeducation.org.au/
http://www.wallara.com.au/
http://www.catholichomes.com/
http://www.unicef.org.au/
http://www.marshfoundation.org.au/


And what of Wildebeest families?  The womenfolk and offspring? 

“Wildebitches,” is the blunt answer. “They do their own fundraising.  And the kids all do the Bash and Ocsober together.  Even 

some grandkids now.”  The herd is growing. 

Being a Beest is a no-brainer 

Every now and then a handful of Beests trek north to Indonesia to visit orphanages and participate in various projects funded 

by the group.  For Paul Wheelton and Lindsay Beer – heavily involved with the Bali Children’s Foundation, the trip is a regular 

stop on their annual calendar, but for other Beests whose work keeps them at home (with breaks to Stefan’s), the experience 

of seeing the poverty and conditions of some Indonesian children can be life-changing. 

“When I saw how much good the Beests were doing in the 

orphanages, it was a no-brainer,” says Yolly. 

“I had to keep coming back.  How could I get committed to 

something one month and not be committed ongoing?” 

From their humble origins on safari, the Wildebeests have grown to 

more than 100 official members (with name badges), and some 

legendary lunches have seen Stefan asleep in his back room, leaving 

the Beests free to stampede the bar. 

“If you took the drinking and the steak out of it, people may fall by 

the wayside,” Yolly says of the club’s rituals. “And to be honest, if we 

can tell our wives and significant others we’ve been out raising 

money for charity – everybody wins.” 

“I hope it might spread,” Dario says of the club’s concept. “It would 

be nice to think there could be other Wildebeests, gathering on the 

other side of the country.” 

“It’s not perfect for everybody,” adds member Kerry Bradley, opening another Worst Red, “but it’s perfect for us. I’ll be a 

Wildebeest till they take me out in a box.” 


