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In 1954 he was travelling again, once more in search of material for his books. 

In that year he made a six-week journey by road through Western Australia, visiting 

oilfields that were being opened up there. This strenuous trip of over 5,000 miles 

included driving across the Nullabor Plain from Adelaide to Perth in a station wagon, 

most likely with an overnight stop at Eucla, which was to feature in a later story. They 

drove in rainy weather and more than once got bogged down and had to dig 

themselves out. On this trip he met the Anderson family running a sheep station in 

Western Australia. Originally from Ireland, the two Anderson brothers had 

exchanged a wife for a race horse and had had children by Aboriginal women. Both 

hard drinking men, one had a knack of being able to tame wild animals, such as the 

goanna, a small Australian monitor lizard. The Anderson household was also home 

to a defrocked Anglican clergyman. This was another example of the colourful 

characters to be encountered in outback stations such as he had come across at 

Dunbar station in the Gulf during his fly about in that region - men who were good 

managers when they were sober. 

All this was grist to Shute's mill, and in September he made another visit to 

what had once been a frontier country - the Pacific Northwest of the United States. 

He visited friends in this area, including Sydney Hansel and his family. Hansel had 

moved to the States after the war and set up a company which made machines for 

stripping the bark off trees by high pressure water jets - the Hansel debarker. His 

daughter remembers his visit vividly. She recalled that he was an impressive man, 

gentle in manner but with a stammer about which her mother had warned her. She 

remembered looking down at her dinner plate to avoid embarrassment when he 

became rather red in the face from stammering. Despite this, she found, as others 

were to experience, that Shute could keep a dinner audience thoroughly entertained 

with his stories. During his stay her uncle took him out on his fishing boat on Puget 

Sound and her elder sister drove him all round Seattle. He told them about the trip 

he had recently taken on pack horses on the trails of the Northwest. 

This trip was made with another friend in the area, Dr Gilstrap and his wife, 

following trails in the mountains of the Northwest, camping overnight and included a 

visit to an Indian settlement. He would no doubt have met friends of both the 
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Gilstraps and Hansels and absorbed details of their domestic lives in this part of the 

United States. 

Back home, Shute compared his experiences from these two trips, to Western 

Australia and to the American Northwest and realised that the real frontier way of life 

was now in the former. 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. Riding the trails on horseback and 

hunting were now essentially recreational activities. 

From these thoughts, and the details he had absorbed, he began making 

notes and then writing his next book. He combined life on a Western Australian 

station, where the heroine, daughter of an Irish station owner based on the 

Andersons he had met, meets and falls in love with the hero, a young American 

geologist who comes to drill test bores on the station. Shute gives the contrast 

between life in the Australian outback and life in the American Northwest  

The working title for the book was “The Kindest Goanna” which Shute thought 

best reflected the sentiment of the story. However the publishers objected to this title 

believing that the public would not know what a Goanna was and might be mystified 

by the title. Shute was well known for insisting on his choice of book title. This time 

he lost his battle with the publishers and the published title became Beyond the 

Black Stump, a favourite old Aussie saying, meaning far off in the back country, far 

from civilization. There was also a more serious matter to be resolved before the 

book went to print. In the manuscript Shute had modelled the Regan family in the 

book on the real life Andersons, including details of the swapping of the wife for a 

race horse, the defrocked Anglican Canon and the fathering of half caste children by 

Aboriginal women. A legal advisor warned that, as it was drafted, the Andersons 

could be identified in the book and possibly sue the author for libel. Ronald Watt, 

Shute's literary agent, forwarded this warning to Shute and asked what changes he 

proposed to make. In the published version the wife was swapped, not for a race 

horse but for a Mauser pistol used in the Irish Rebellion. The defrocked Canon 

became a disgraced English judge; however the fathering of children by Aboriginal 

women was kept, as it was apparently not uncommon on remote stations in those 

parts. The legal advisor hoped that the Americans in the book were entirely fictitious. 
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In fact by including stereotypical American families, Shute had made sure that the 

Gilstrap family could not consider themselves portrayed in the book. 

 

Questions for Discussion: 

• How far is it fair to portray this family, based so closely upon the real life 

Andersons? 

• Was it fair, in their own terms, for the Regan men to "swap" Mrs Regan? 

• Would you submit to being swapped for a chattel?  Or is that best thought of 

as metaphorical? 

• Would they have needed, or got away with their lawlessness if they had been 

in Perth? 

 

 

 

  


