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Beyond the Black Stump 

 

Beyond fire-blackened stumps of wood  

marking directions to travellers 

 

In the Middle of Nowhere  
 





Shute combined experiences and details from trips, to Western Australia and to the American Northwest and in 

BTBS contrasting life in the Australian outback with life in the American Northwest  

 

The real frontier way of  life was now in Western Australia 

The American Northwest, a frontier region in the nineteenth century, now had all the trappings of  civilisation 

including motor cars, television and convenience stores in neat, well-ordered towns. 

 

John Anderson  

American Northwest; a frontier region in the 1800’s  

versus  

Western Australia; a frontier region in 1900’s 

American Northwest ethics  

versus  

Western Australia ethics 





Western Australia Location 

Topex Survey Site (as stated in BTBS)  

• The region of Pilbara in the Hamersley range  

• Skads and skads of water discovered to the North of initial drilling 

• (230 05’ S, 1180 51’ E)  

Topex Survey Site (according to Wikipedia) 

• The region of Pilbara, in the Opthalmia Range  

• (23° 16′ 29″ S, 119° 33′ 27″ E) 



At the beginning of the novel an exploratory survey is carried out of land in Western Australia. The site 

TOPEX mining survey is the fictionally named Lunatic, which according to according to Wikipedia, 

geographically is in the region of Pilbara, in the Ophthalmia Range of Western Australia 

(23° 16′ 29″ S, 119° 33′ 27″ E), The coordinates in the novel however place the source of skads and skads of water 

discovered to the north (230 05’ S, 1180 51’ E) in the a region of Pilbara in the Hamersley range.  

NS would have had a good knowledge of the history of mineral and gold mining in the area to work with.  

The TOPEX company were not successful to start operations mining for minerals but is BTBS another 

instance of NS foretelling of great operations in the future (??) as today around the region of Pilbara, 

Opthalmia and Hamersley range is one of the worlds major iron ore provinces containing 80 percent of all 

identified iron ore reserves in Western Australia with 12 iron ore mine companies operating in the Pilbara. 



The Location Today 

The region the Opthalmia and Hamersley range is one of the worlds major iron ore provinces 
containing 80 percent of all identified iron ore reserves in Western Australia with 12 iron ore mine 
companies operating in the Pilbara. 

• In 2009 combined Pilbara operations produced 202m tonnes of iron ore, 13% percent of worlds 

iron ore production. Overall, the worlds iron ore production in 2009 was 1.59 billion tonnes.  

• The West Angelas mine was started in 1966. Mining operations began in 2002 with an annual 

production capacity of 29.5 million tonnes of iron ore with 989 workers 

• The Mulla Mulla mine and Camp Village is a $5.31 billion South Flank giant iron ore mine. Built in 
2003 today following an $150 million upgrade houses 3000 workers 



Has the frontier had been pioneered?  

• Mining giant BHP Billiton is poised to destroy at least 40 – and possibly as many as 86 – significant 
Aboriginal sites in the central Pilbara region of Western Australia (WA) to expand its A$4.5bn 
(£2.4bn) South Flank iron-ore mining operation, even though its own reports show it is aware that 
the traditional owners are deeply opposed to the move.  

• The most local town to the given coordinates is a typical company town called Newman founded 
in 1966, laid out with a core of retail and hospitality with two supermarkets, two shopping plazas 
three hotels, three bars/restaurants and surrounded by residential areas, with more industrial 
activities on the outskirts. One public outdoor pool serves the town's population. 

 



The West Angelas mine is close to the site of TOPEX operations. It is owned by Robe River Iron Associates and 

operated by the Rio Tinto Group. Rio Tinto's iron ore operations in the Pilbara began in 1966. The mine itself began 

operations in 2002. The mine has an annual production capacity of 29.5 million tonnes of iron ore, sourced from 

open-pit operations. The mine's workforce is on a Fly-In – Fly Out roster. In the calendar year 2009, the mine 

employed 989 people, an increase in comparison to 2008, when it only employed 867. The Mulla Mulla Camp also 

in the Pilbara is a $5.31 billion South Flank giant iron ore mine. South Flank aims to be one of the worlds largest 

iron ore operations. Built in 2003 for 500 workers, the village for the mining camp has recently undergone a $150 

million upgrade. The upgrade is to house the latest wave of 3000 workers which includes a three-storey cafe, a 

cross-fit gym (considered one of the best gyms in Australia), a 3000-book library, a kitchen just for cooking 

masterclasses and a virtual golf course. Progress and communications are through Facebook and Instagram. Mining 

giant BHP Billiton is poised to destroy at least 40 – and possibly as many as 86 – significant Aboriginal sites in the 

central Pilbara region of Western Australia (WA) to expand its A$4.5bn (£2.4bn) South Flank iron-ore mining 

operation, even though its own reports show it is aware that the traditional owners are deeply opposed to the 

move. It does look like there is not going to be any let up in the development of operations. Certainly, the mining 

industry is embedded, and in that aspect, this is no longer a pioneering country with the most local town to the 

given coordinates is a typical company town called Newman founded in 1966, laid out with a core of retail and 

hospitality with two supermarkets, two shopping plazas three hotels, three bars/restaurants and surrounded by 

residential areas, with more industrial activities on the outskirts. One public outdoor pool serves the town's 

population. Only the areas which are too rugged for inhabitation remain a frontier. 



Sheep Farming in Western Australia 

• 1950’ s  

• Wool was selling for A$1 for a 1lb (A$37 in today’s money)  

• Lucinda 320,000 acres (129,499 ha) with 4,000 sheep and Laragh 700,000 acres 

• Today  

• Wool selling for A$4.50 per 1lb 

• Average farm is 107,021 acres (4,331 ha) with average flock of sheep is >500  



A quick breakdown of the history of sheep farming in Western Australia 

1930’s and 1940’s  - Crippling drought 

1950’s The Rolls Royce decade of wool production 

The dramatic increase in demand and price was due to the US army being kitted out with full wool uniforms 

for the Korean war. Wool was selling for 1lb for a £ ($37 in today’s money) but today wool sells for $4.50 per 

lb. 

1960’s - Drought of ’58 to ’68 led to crops and pastures being left to fail and a massive reduction in numbers 

of cattle and sheep 

1970’s - 180 million sheep which is impressive but Adjustments make to markets due to fluctuating 

international markets affected prices  

1980’s - Farmers squeezed by high interest rates, farm costs and consumption tax 

1990’s - Poor market prospects, Industrial disputes between shipping companies and union of Australian 

farmers  

2000’s - The millennium drought. Worst recorded drought since white settlement with only 4% of allocated 

water. Less valuable crops were left to die 

Sheep farming is established but at the mercy of the elements it remains a struggling industry 



Oregon, US Location  

BTBS - Hazel  

• In 1954 Hazel had a population of 
10,000 

 

• Both Established in 1861.  

 

Wikipedia - City of La Grande 

• In 1950 La Grande had a 
population of 8,635  

 



United States Location Today  

Today La Grande has a 

population of 13,614 



Let the discussion commence………. 

1. What is the significance of the role of the Judge? 

2. Why does race and illegitimacy matter so much to the Americans? 

3. Why do race and illegitimacy matter so little to AUS? 

4. Was the sentence given to Stanton and Chuck the right one? 

5. Were Stanton’s parents right to protect him? 

6. What will happen between Mollie and David? 

7. What will happen between Stanton and Ruth? 

8. Was the drilling survey a premonition of the future in Australia? 

9. Has the US changed in 70 years?  

10. Has AUS changed in 70 years? 

11. Has the UK changed in 70 years? 

 



An interesting legal bit……………….. 

 

The sentence for careless driving under the influence of alcohol or drugs 

Today sentencing for the crime means the maximum prison sentence the court can impose for causing death 

by dangerous driving or careless driving under the influence of drink or drugs is 14 years, a period of 

disqualification from driving and a compulsory extended re-test If the offender pleads guilty the sentence 

will be reduced by up to one third depending on how early the plea was made. If the offender is sent to 

prison the law states that they will serve half their sentence in prison and half on licence in the community. A 

conviction for drink-driving also means car insurance costs will increase significantly, any employer will see 

your conviction on your licence, inhibit travelling to countries like the USA. 

The harm caused by any offence that results in a person’s death is immeasurable. The sentence can never be 

a measure of the value put on the life of the victim. In sentencing cases of causing death by driving, the court 

has to weigh up the enormous harm of a loss of life with the seriousness of the act or omission of the 

offender who caused it. 

 

 

 



Opthalmia range was named by Ernest 

Giles in 1876 after suffering debilitating 

conjunctivitis, known as Opthalmia. Giles 

was temporarily blinded when he reached 

the area and had to be led by his second in 

charge. He named the range after his 

condition at the time. Giles’ vision 

recovered and he left unimpressed by the 

land   


