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1 Clement Semmler: A. B. Paterson
This is part of the series: Australian Writers and Their Work

‘BANJO’ PATERSON is certainly Australia's best known folk-poet and this is not only
because of the popularity of ‘Waltzing Matilda’ and ‘The Man from Snowy River’; the fact is
that as Australia's most famous literary historian, H. M. Green, once remarked, ‘Paterson more
than any other balladist, more indeed than any other Australian writer of verse, conveys to us
the atmosphere of the Australian countryside and its inhabitants’.1 Perhaps one should qualify
that remark by suggesting that the countryside and its inhabitants, as described by Paterson,
scarcely exist now except in popular imagination which identifies ‘the outback’ with lonely men
on horses, campfire songs, toiling teamsters and shearers on the ‘wallaby’. In today's Australia,
mechanization, the motor car, the aeroplane and modern communications have changed the
character of Paterson's hinterland beyond recall. Nevertheless, if the outback of the past, its
people and mores, may be said now to constitute the Australian legend, Paterson undoubtedly
helped to make that legend, and was indeed in his lifetime a part of that legend.

Andrew Barton Paterson was born on 17 February 1864 at Narambla, near Orange in New
South Wales, at the home of his aunt, Mrs Templer—it had been thought desirable that his
mother should be confined there rather than in his father's bush home at Buckenbah, where
help might be difficult to get.2 His father, Andrew Bogle Paterson, who as a sixteen-year-
old had come to New South Wales from Scotland with an older brother and sister, was a
direct descendant of William Paterson (‘an ancestor’, Paterson wrote drily, ‘whose talents I,
unfortunately, failed to inherit …’—and we may accept the double meaning) who had financed
William III and founded the Bank of England in 1794, and a son of Captain John Paterson of
the East India Company.3 Andrew had eventually taken up a station called Buckenbah near
Yeoval in the western district of New South Wales, and there he met and married Rose Barton,
daughter of Robert and Emily Barton of Boree Nyrang Station near what is now the city of
Orange. Emily Barton, A. B. Paterson's grandmother, was a remarkable woman who was to
have a significant influence on his development as a writer. She was the daughter of Major
Darvall; one of her brothers was Sir John Bayley Darvall, a prominent Sydney lawyer and a
member of the NewSouth Wales Legislative Assembly; the Bartons and the Darvalls had come
to the colony in the same ship, the Alfred, in 1834.

Paterson says that in his early years he saw little of his father, who was away a good deal
trying to farm better land in Queensland. The elder Paterson lost money on this venture and
Buckenbah had to be sold. With a bank loan, he then bought Illalong Station in the Yass district,
not far from the Lambing Flat diggings, now Young township. But trouble with drought and
free selectors (the Free Selection Act had just been passed, and droves of selectors converged
on the creeks of Illalong to ‘squat’ on the land) caused the bank to foreclose. However, the new
buyer of Illalong, who owned Bendinine Station, made Paterson's father the manager of both
properties, so Illalong remained the Paterson home.

‘All these troubles meant nothing to me, a boy of six’, Paterson recalled—but one wonders.
Paterson, in his verse and some of his prose, was to show scant regard for the large property
owners and to be heavily on the side of the station hands and drovers. Moreover, the whole
plot of his novel An Outback Marriage centres around precisely the same circumstances—a
depressed family put into a subordinate situation by an absentee station owner.

Altogether there were seven children in Paterson's family: but since he was twelve years
older than his only brother he was a lonely child, and in a way this was the genesis of his
great and abiding love of the bush. For like many a lonely bush child before him he found
constant and unlimited pleasure in the sights and sounds about him. He watched the gold
escorts riding by from Lambing Flat, guarded by one mounted trooper and another riding with
the coachman. Scores of bullock teams went by—many of the bullockies with their families,
dogs and possessions. Not infrequently, a wagon got bogged in the bed of the creek and the
small boy was an absorbed spectator of the rescue operations that followed. He found that the
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bullockies were really fond of their bullocks and only whipped the shirkers. ‘Sonny’, one of them
said to him one day, ‘every bullock knows his name and when I speak to him he's into the yoke.
I'd look well knockin' 'em about with a hundred miles to go and them not gettin' a full feed
once a week. Many a night I've dug up a panel of the fence of a squatter's paddock an' slipped
'em in, and I've been back before daylight to slip 'em out an' put the panel up agen. So long
as they stick to me I stick to them’.

He went to a little bush school at Binalong as soon as he had learnt to ride. He used to go
up to the paddock every morning on foot, catch his pony, ride it bareback to the house, have
his breakfast, ride the four miles and be at school by half past nine.He recalled the glories of
the bush sunrises: ‘I think Australian boys who have never been at school in the bush have lost
something for which town life can never compensate’.4

At school he sat with the nephews of bushrangers and the sons of navvies. Some of the citizens
went on drinking bouts and contracted delirium tremens (known locally as ‘the horrors’ or ‘the
jumps’). He remembers the policeman coming to enlist the schoolteacher's support in arresting
Cornish Jack who ‘had ’em' and was wandering around the township—and the whole school
trooping down to witness the arrest. The teacher, a spare, gaunt Irishman, was a gamecock
enthusiast—and the élite of the school, the blacksmith's and the pound-keeper's sons, were
privileged to witness some of the ‘go-ins’, as ‘part of their training for more serious business’.
These were breaks in the monotony of school life and ‘helped to enlarge our knowledge of human
nature’.

During this time, Paterson, as a small boy, attended his first bush race meeting and lent
his saddle to a Murrumbidgee mountaineer, the owner of a horse named ‘Pardon’. ‘It's ketch
weights’, said the owner, ‘and this is the lightest saddle here!’ To young Paterson's delirious
delight, Pardon won—and no doubt this was a memory that helped to create one of his best-
known ballads, ‘Old Pardon, the Son of Reprieve’.

Indeed, Paterson's boyhood days in the bush, recollected in his later years, were a delight and
inspiration to him. The outback people, the scenes, the incidents, were a reservoir inexhaustible
all his life. From them, for instance, came those memorable lines in ‘On Kiley's Run’ where
he described what was undoubtedly the old homestead at Narambla, his birthplace (where his
grandaunt had tended a most beautiful English-style flower garden):

I see the old bush homestead now
��On Kiley's Run,
Just nestled down beneath the brow
Of one small ridge above the sweep
Of river-flat, where willows weep
And jasmine flowers and roses bloom:
The air was laden with perfume

��On Kiley's Run.

After a couple of years at the bush school, he went to a preparatory school in Sydney (‘a nice
quiet institution where we were all young gentlemen’) and thence to Sydney Grammar School.
There is not much record of his city schooldays, except that he looked forward keenly to his
three or four holidays a year back at Illalong, where he went riding and shooting and absorbed
himselfcompletely in the sights, sounds and characters that were later to be the stuff of his verse.
But in the city he stayed with his grandmother, Emily Barton, at Gladesville, and this woman
of considerable culture (she had learnt French in Paris and was well educated in classics and
history) undoubtedly exercised a formative influence on his mind and character. She assisted
him with his formal education, introduced him to her circle of accomplished friends, encouraged
him to read widely, and added to his store of bush experiences with her own recollections of the
pioneering days in the 1840s and 1850s.
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He passed the matriculation examination at sixteen and shared the Junior Knox Prize for
general proficiency with George (later Mr Justice) Rich. (‘If I had paid as much attention to
my lessons as to fish and rabbits’, he wrote, ‘I too might have been a Judge of the High Court’.)
He then sat unsuccessfully for a university scholarship (‘missed it by about a mile and a half’)
and entered a lawyer's office. After he was admitted to the Roll of Solicitors, he became a
managing clerk, and later partner, with William Street.

His legal work brought him face to face with the Depression of the 1890s. ‘I went into
practice for myself’, he wrote, ‘and of course was confronted by closed banks. I saw bank
booms, land booms, silver booms, Northern Territory booms, and they all had one thing in
common—they always burst …’ He tried to come to grips with the problem by a concentrated
study of history and economics. As a result of his reading, he wrote a pamphlet on land reform.
It was grandiloquently entitled Australia for the Australians. A political Pamphlet, Shewing the
necessity for Land Reform, combined with Protection. By A. B. Paterson, Solicitor, Sydney. In
it he described how he had lived for a while in slum lodgings and the revolting conditions he had
endured; he deplored the necessity for poverty in a young country with such a potential, held
that ‘if it is the dream of a visionary that in such a country every man might be comfortably
off … then God help the people of such a country. They deserve to have it taken from them
and given back to the blacks’. He then went on to urge decentralization, a back-to-the-land
movement—but argued that first of all the present ‘absurd and unjust’ system of land ownership,
the ‘cruel mistake’ of land being granted away in fee simple, had to be abolished. He detailed
the evils of the absentee owner situation (‘we are creating the largest landed proprietors yet
known’), and forecast that Australia would become another Ireland of tenant farmers—‘and
then the fun will begin … plenty of good landlord shooting then’. As to the shape of reform, he
wasless than certain—some means had to be devised whereby ‘no one can hold land idle and
unproductive while others are anxious to use it, and whereby all value created by the State will
go to the State’.

Paterson in his later years was clearly ashamed of his ‘first literary effort’ (which, he said,
‘fell as flat as the great inland desert’). It is hard to understand why. There would be plenty
who agreed with him, including poets and writers of his day (especially Barcroft Boake and
Henry Lawson, Harry Morant and Will Ogilvie, who had seen the evils of the existing land-
grant system too), and the bush workers who were the victims of the system, not to mention
the selectors struggling on marginal lands—the families whose privations provided the rather
grim humour of Steele Rudd's writings. But at all events, Paterson then decided to try his hand
at verse, submitted some lines to the Bulletin and chose the pen-name of ‘The Banjo’ after ‘a
so-called racehorse which we had on the station. I was afraid to use my own name lest the
editor, identifying me with the author of the pamphlet, would dump my contribution, unread,
into the wastepaper basket’.

But J. F. Archibald, the editor, was most interested. He called Paterson up for an interview,
and finding out his interest in the outback, told him ‘to have a go at the bush. Have a go at
anything that strikes you. Don't write anything like other people if you can help it’. So Paterson
was launched as a writer of ballads and sketches. This was probably towards the end of 1885.
In 1886 three ballads by Paterson, ‘The Bush Fire’, ‘A Dream of the Melbourne Cup’ and ‘The
Mylora Elopement’, appeared in the Bulletin; on the manuscript of the second of these, now in
the Mitchell Library, Archibald had scribbled, ‘Doggerel. Fun in the idea. Might be remodelled’,
and on the third, ‘Rough but humorous’. In 1890 six ballads were published, including ‘The
Man from Snowy River’. It was at this time that, through his Bulletin associations, Paterson
met Henry Lawson. While the two men were very different in their political views and in their
personal circumstances (Paterson was well-to-do, Lawson struggling to earn a living), and while
they recognized each other as rivals, nevertheless, according to those who knew them at the
time they were never unfriendly.

In the next few years he was busy with his legal work, his increasing family responsibilities
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(his father had recently died) and more writing. These years, too, were the heyday of his polo-
playing—a cavalry officer from England had started a polo club, and Paterson and his friends
took to it ‘like ducks to water’. Herecalled a match against the Cooma team, ‘real wild men
with cabbage-tree hats’, and this prompted his ‘Geebung Polo Club’ (Paterson considered it a
jingle which has outlasted much better work):

They were long and wiry natives from the rugged mountain side,
And the horse was never saddled that the Geebungs couldn't ride;
But their style of playing polo was irregular and rash—

They had mighty little science, but a mighty lot of dash …

In 1895 Angus & Robertson took the almost unprecedented step of publishing a book of
Australian verse, The Man from Snowy River and Other Verses, by A. B. Paterson, with a
foreword by Rolf Boldrewood (of which the less said the better). But the book was a great
success and Paterson took a holiday on the strength of it, visiting several stations in Queensland.
It was then that he wrote ‘Waltzing Matilda’. It is an involved story, and I commend the
fascinating account written by Sydney May (The Story of Waltzing Matilda), which details
the remarkable coincidence of an old military march tune persisting in the mind of Christina
McPherson, daughter of the owner of Dagworth Station, near Winton, and the words which
Paterson built around the phrase ‘waltzing Matilda’ which had attracted his attention when
used about a passing swagman. Miss McPherson played an old zither, so a joint composition
was the result. The station folk were soon singing it at parties and race meetings in the district;
it spread throughout the country and was well known in eastern Australia long before it was
published in 1903, after Paterson had sold the ballad for a few shillings to Angus & Robertson.
They in turn had sold it to Inglis and Company of ‘Billy Tea’ fame, who had in mind using it
as an advertising jingle.

There has been controversy in recent years about the authenticity of Paterson's writing of
‘Waltzing Matilda’. Oscar Mendelsohn in A Waltz with Matilda (1966) also brings forward
new evidence about the music of the song, attributing its composition to Harry A. Nathan,
a Toowoomba musician of the time. A Queensland grazier, Richard Magoffin, after years of
research on the question, asserts positively that Paterson's authorship of the ballad is genuine,
relating its theme to actual events at Dagworth Station including the burning of a woolshed
by striking shearers, a search for them by squatters and police, and the suicide of a shearer by
drowning.5

In Sydney Paterson had now become something of a social lion. It was not surprising.
Well established in his profession; famousas a poet; a fine sportsman—tennis and polo-player,
horseman, huntsman, a first-class marksman—he had all the graces valued in the society about
him. Added to this, he was a most handsome young man. Norman Lindsay described him:
‘tall, limber like a horseman and very dark-skinned … when he looked at you, you dashed well
looked at him’.6 In a letter to the late Florence Earle Hooper, Paterson's sister (later Mrs Guy
Huntley) left a striking pen-picture of him:

His hair was dark and his eyes were brown but not very dark and were very keen
and clear with a penetrating look. His nose was slightly aquiline and the darkness
of his complexion depended on whether he was working outdoors or indoors. He
had a moustache for a short time—rather short than drooping. As a rule he spoke
quickly. He was not unduly spare, though muscular and quite well-covered. He
danced beautifully …

But Paterson found most stimulating the company of the young writers and artists of his
day: Arthur Adams, Frank Fox (of the Lone Hand and Bulletin staff, who in 1902, as ‘Frank
Renar’, wrote Bushman and Buccaneer, the story of Harry ‘The Breaker’ Morant), Roderic

4



Quinn, Edward Dyson, Arthur Jose, Randolph Bedford, Andrew Soutar, George Essex Evans,
the Lindsays and others. Seventy years ago, it would seem, they were trying to start ‘little’
magazines too—the Antipodean (which Paterson co-edited with Essex Evans) lasted two years,
the Australian a year, Cosmos one number. Paterson did not contribute more than the odd
article or poem—he spent his spare time in the country, and for a period was commissioned by
the Eastern and Australian Steamship Company to write on aspects of the Northern Territory
for its Tourist Guide. Much of this experience he put to good use in his later work—the Territory
fascinated him:

Far to the Northward there lies a land,
�A wonderful land that the winds blow over,
And none may fathom or understand

�The charm it holds for the restless rover …
���(‘By the Grey Gulf-Water’)

He dived with Japanese pearl divers (hence his later rather contrived and mediocre ballad
‘The Pearl Diver’) and went crocodile and buffalo hunting. Here he was in his element—the
latter sport, depending on the skill of the horseman and the horse in dangerous circumstances,
fired his blood, as can be seen in spirited passages in the novel he wrote some years later, An
Outback Marriage.

Paterson in these years knew and admired Phil May (‘a bundle of nerves and vitality, wearing
himself out before his time’), and also got to know Harry Morant, whom he obviously did
not like. Throughout his reminiscences Morant was the only person about whom he wrote
uncharitably, admitting his prowess as a fearless rider, but dwelling on his improvidence, his
habit of borrowing money from his friends, his theatricalism. Paterson used phrases with biting
intent like ‘our hero’, ‘a great act’, ‘went over big’. Morant was later shot after court martial in
the Boer War for killing a prisoner and Paterson made it quite clear that he considered Morant
deserved his punishment. Yet Morant seems to have thought a great deal of Paterson and wrote
him a number of letters, when he (Morant) was ‘back of Bourke’, discussing in the friendliest
of terms their riding at the Sydney Hunt Club, ‘The Man from Snowy River’, Henry Lawson's
verse and other topics that would obviously interest them both.

Immediately after the outbreak of the Boer War, Paterson left for South Africa as correspon-
dent for the Sydney Morning Herald, accompanying the volunteer New South Wales Lancers.
This was in October 1899. Most of the incidents that befell him, and his impressions of people
and places, are described in his autobiographical Happy Dispatches (1934), modified, one must
add, by the retrospect of the years between. Normal, on-the-spot reports published in Sydney
newspapers and odd sketches in the Bulletin help to complete the picture. His remarks in the
foreword of Happy Dispatches are characteristic of his constant modesty:

It should be explained that the author started on his travels unencumbered by any
knowledge of the world other than what could be gleaned from life in the Australian
bush and in a solicitor's office in Sydney; without any knowledge of war other than
that learnt by watching sham fights in Australia …

From the beginning, however, his judgement in selecting good horses secured him an
immediate reputation. He was constantly being asked to pick horses out of the remount depots
for officers; in this way he got to know celebrities like Lord Roberts, French, Haig, Kitchener,
Milner and Winston Churchill, and admitted that thereby ‘I attained a status in the army I
would never have reached as a correspondent’.7 He admired Roberts, probably because, although
‘a small, grizzled old man … he sits his horse like a youngster’. Paterson showed no particular
liking for Kitchener or French (‘never a good mixer … his troubles mostly female and financial’),
whom he compared, unfavourably, withBaden Powell—an interesting reflection of Paterson's
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rigid code of character. Nor did he like Churchill overmuch (‘a curious combination of ability
and swagger … drank a big bottle of beer for breakfast every morning, an unholy rite that is the
prerogative of men who have been to a certain school or college’). He was obviously impressed
with Haig, ‘cool, clear headed … like Carlyle's genius Haig had the capacity to take infinite
pains’. And he met Kipling at Bloemfontein in March 1900, spent much time yarning with him,
made a Patersonian assessment of him (‘You could have dumped Kipling down in a squatter's
camp in the back-blocks of Australia and he would have been quite at home’) and cemented a
friendship continued some years afterwards in England.

As for the war, he contributed a fine description of French's relief of Kimberley; was the
first war correspondent into Bloemfontein; and won recognition for riding dispatch through
country occupied by the Boers on the surrender of Johannesburg and the fall of Pretoria. He
studied closely the use of horses, both by the British and the Boers, and came to conclusions
that served him well in the First World War. He admired the Tommies and admitted that
the raw, undisciplined, bush-trained colonial irregular could not match the well-drilled soldier.
He respected the toughness and independent spirit of the Boers. His dispatches were graphic,
laconic, objective—and therefore the more realistic:

From the rocky tree-covered hill in the direct front only a half mile off comes a
clear tock-tock, tock-tock, a couple of clear double reports and something seems to
whistle by the gunners, making a noise like a heavy wind blowing through a very
small crack in the door, pee-u-u-u-w. It is the thinnest, shrillest sound, this whistle
of a bullet at short range. Most of the men duck instinctively as the first bullet goes
over. Pee-u-u-u-w! Pee-u-u-u-w! They come by thick enough now, and each man's
heart sinks as he sees what the column is let in for. Here we have marched all the
guns and horses, without cover, to within half a mile of a hill and the Boers have
seized it while we were shooting at their mounted men! Pee-u-u-u-w—Pee-u-u-u-w.
That fellow was close.8

Paterson wrote twelve ballads from his Boer War experiences, ten of which are included in
his Collected Verse (the best known of them are ‘Driver Smith’, ‘Johnny Boer’, ‘The Scottish
Engineer’ and ‘With French to Kimberley’). On the whole this output was mediocre in quality.
Paterson was a balladist of the bush and the outback; he hardly ever rose to ‘special occasion’
verse for immediately he tried it the natural flow and the ease of hisversifying were inhibited.
Perhaps the only ballad of this group that could be said to rank with his better work was ‘With
French to Kimberley’, where in the best Patersonian style, action was linked with rhythm to
convey graphically an experience in which he had shared and which in this ballad he recounted
in every exciting detail:

He crossed the Reit and fought his way towards the Modder bank.
The foeman closed behind his march, and hung upon the flank.
The long, dry grass was all ablaze (and fierce the veldt fire runs);
He fought them through a wall of flame that blazed around the guns!
Then limbered up and drove at speed, though horses fell and died;
We might not halt for man nor beast on that wild daring ride.
Black with the smoke and parched with thirst, we pressed the live-long day

Our headlong march to Kimberley to drive the Boers away.

One of the most interesting aspects of these war verses was the growing sympathy and respect
Paterson came to feel for the Boers, the enemy. The dry plains and the barren kopjes of South
Africa were akin to his own outback; the outlanders were overlanders too; veldcraft, in Paterson's
eyes, was as worthy as bush-craft. Indeed by the end of the war Paterson had conceived a genuine
admiration and affection for ‘Johnny Boer’, as he dubbed him, and resented very bitterly (and
wrote in protest against) the propaganda used against the Boers.
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But if Paterson's experiences during the Boer War returned no great dividends in ballads,
he became an expert in the use of horses in warfare. He maintained that from the beginning
there had been a mistaken demand for infantry by the English War Office; that in the terrain
of battle—vast treeless expanses of level plain, dotted here and there by the kopjes (small hills
crested with rocks and scrub and thus naturally fortified)—mobility was the first requirement,
and five or six thousand mounted Australians were worth ten to fifteen thousand infantry. He
was bitterly outspoken about the lack of proper treatment, food and rest given the horses and
was determined that he would do everything in his power to see that this misuse of the horse
in warfare was avoided in future. His outstanding success as a remount officer in the First
World War some sixteen or seventeen years later stemmed directly from his observations and
experience in South Africa.

Back to Australia at the end of 1901, Paterson was off again in mid-1902, as the Sydney
Morning Herald over-optimistically announced, ‘to visit China and Japan, and then take the
trans-Siberianrailway to St Petersburg’. He hoped to work for Reuters in the East (Reuter
himself had commended him for his South African dispatches), but the Boxer Rebellion was
over, and the highlight of his trip turned out to be his meeting with ‘Chinese’ Morrison at
Chefoo. Paterson also was given the opportunity to ride at a Chinese race meeting in the same
town—an experience he enjoyed enormously. He was most impressed with Morrison and wrote
a brilliant first-hand account of their conversations. ‘Old Napoleon’, said Morrison, ‘with his
whiff of grapeshot would have settled the Boxers before lunch …’ Paterson thought Morrison
‘had the self-confidence of genius’, and of the ‘three great men of affairs’ he had met up to
that time (Churchill, Cecil Rhodes and Morrison), he put Morrison first. Cyril Pearl (author
of Morrison of Peking, 1967) says, however, that Morrison did not respond to Paterson quite
so favourably; he found Paterson somewhat unsophisticated in his attitudes. But at their next
meeting, when Morrison visited Australia some years later, they became firm friends.

Paterson sailed off to London (Marie Lloyd, the famous English music hall star, was on the
same ship: ‘a Juno of a woman with the physique of a ploughman’, he described her) to be
welcomed enthusiastically by his old friend Phil May (‘He earned about two thousand a year
and spent three thousand—an extraordinarily skinny man, with a face like a gargoyle’), who
introduced him to Bohemian London. He also spent a good deal of time with Kipling at his
Brighton home. ‘You people in Australia haven't grown up yet’, Kipling told him. ‘You think the
Melbourne Cup is the most important thing in the world.’ Paterson's verdict on Kipling reflected
the genuineness of their friendship: ‘in private life he was just a hard-working, commonsense,
level-headed man … less of a quack, less of a showman and less of a time-server than any public
man I ever met’.

Paterson returned to Australia in 1902 in time for the publication of his second book of verse,
Rio Grande's Last Race, which included several of his Boer War ballads. He embarked on a
tour of New South Wales, Queensland, Tasmania and New Zealand, lecturing on his experiences
in the Boer War. He was so scrupulously fair about the Boers that he was not infrequently
labelled a pro-Boer. It was during this tour that he met Alice Walker of Tenterfield, whom
he married on 8 April 1903. (There were two children by the marriage—Hugh, a Tobruk Rat
who now manages a grazing property in the west of New South Wales, and a daughter Grace,
who married Lieutenant-Commander Hervie, R.A.N.) He then covered for the Sydney Morning
Herald a project by Sir James Burns (of Burns, Philp and Company) of sending a shipload
of settlers to the New Hebrides (‘the Australian Pilgrim Fathers in search of the land of the
golden cocoanut’, drily wrote Paterson), and then he took over till 1906 the editorship of the
Evening News (to which, Florence Earle Hooper reminds us, he introduced the cartoon, with
Lionel Lindsay as artist).9

During this period he was completing his long-planned and valuable project of collecting
together as many old bush songs and traditional ballads as he could, and these were published as
Old Bush Songs in 1905. His friends and admirers sent him contributions from all over Australia.
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In his foreword he quoted Macaulay: ‘A man who can invent or embellish an interesting story
and put it into a form which others may easily retain in their recollection will always be highly
esteemed by a people eager for amusement and information, but destitute of libraries …’ He was
prompted to collect these songs, he said, by his wish that they should not pass into oblivion;
especially as he felt they were ‘fast being forgotten’. From this collection we can see how the
progress of settlement was reflected in various songs: ‘Paddy Malone in Australia’, for instance,
and ‘The Beautiful Land of Australia’ came from a time when there was land to spare and
labour was scarce; then came the squatters and harder times (‘The Squatter's Man’); then the
free-selection days (‘The Free Selector’ and ‘The Eumerella Shore’) and, by a turn of the wheel,
the selectors as employers of labour (‘The Stringy-Bark Cockatoo’). In some ways Paterson's
work in collecting these old ballads was as important a contribution to the development of our
literature as his own writing. He preserved for later reference such memorable examples as
‘The Wild Colonial Boy’, ‘Flash Jack from Gundagai’, ‘Bold Jack Donahoo’ and ‘The Maranoa
Drovers’; and fifty years later Douglas Stewart and Nancy Keesing, in assembling what is now
a definitive collection, paid warm and generous tribute to Paterson's achievement by making
his collection the core of their own.

He also continued to contribute his inimitable prose sketches and ballads to the Bulletin,
and in 1906 Angus & Robertson published his first (and better) novel, An Outback Marriage.
In the same year Paterson exchanged the editorship of the Evening News for that of the
Town and Country Journal. But towards the end of 1908 he sold up in Sydney to satisfy
a continual hankering to go back to the land, taking over Coodra Station in his beloved Upper
Murrumbidgee country. He enjoyed theventure: ‘one could ride miles and miles in the ranges’,
he recalled, ‘seeing nothing but wild horses, wild cattle, wombats and wallaroos, and hearing
at night the chatter of the flying squirrels playing among the gumtree blossoms’. There were
40,000 acres, but it was, he said, country ‘left over after the rest of the world was made’.
In his reminiscences he headed this section ‘Retreat from Moscow’, and the philosophic sense
of humour of the bush-man was never better epitomized than when (in recalling his futile
attempt with eight or nine of his neighbours to hunt dingoes through the snow-covered valleys)
he explained his eventual abdication of this inhospitable empire: ‘I too retreated from the
Mountain Moscow, fortunately with less loss than Napoleon, and resumed city life, not without
regrets’.

As far as existing records go, there is a gap in Paterson's story from 1908 until 1914, when we
find the laconic entry in Happy Dispatches: ‘En route for the Great War as a correspondent. We
have two battalions of infantry on board. A topsy-turvey force this, for the Brigadier, General
MacLaurin, has never seen any active service, while the ranks are full of English ex-servicemen,
wearing as many ribbons as prize bulls’. In Colombo he interviewed Captain Glossop, the hero
of the Sydney-Emden fight (the German cruiser Emden, raiding Allied shipping in the Indian
Ocean had been surprised and sunk by the Australian cruiser Sydney after a short engagement),
and thus left for posterity an exciting verbatim account of the action. At the War Office in
London, he found his chances of getting to the front as negligible as those of the avalanche of
people who daily besieged its doors, but through the help of Sir Timothy Coghlan, the Agent-
General for New South Wales, he got to Lady Dudley's hospital at Wimereux (established with
the money subscribed by rich Australians in London, in the teeth of English and French army
authorities) as an ambulance driver.10 But as time went on, he realized that his hopes of being
appointed a newspaper correspondent had ‘vanished into thin air’, so he took a ship back to
Australia, where he was given a commission in 1916 ‘in that weird branch of the army, the
Remount service’.

The remount camp was at Moascar on the Suez Canal; his wife joined him in 1917 and
worked nearby at the British Red Cross centre at Ismailia. Paterson did magnificent work
for the Australian cavalry, and rose to the rank of major. The American war correspondent,
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Kermit Roosevelt, in his book, War in the Garden of Eden (Scribner, New York, 1919) records
a little-known portrait of Paterson worth much wider circulation:

I remember well when I enquired at the Australian headquarters in Cairo how the
man I asked turned to a comrade and said, ‘Say, where's Banjo now? He's at
Moascar, isn't he?’ Whether they had ever met him personally or not, he was ‘Banjo’
to one and all … At Moascar … I found him. He was a man of about 60 with long
moustaches and strong aquiline features very like the type of American plainsman
that Frederic Remington so well portrayed. He has lived everything that he has
written. At different periods of his life he has dived for pearls in the islands, herded
sheep, broken broncos and known every chance and change of Australian station life.
The Australians told me that when he was at his prime he was regarded as the best
rider in Australia. A recent feat about which I heard much mention was when he
drove 300 mules straight through Cairo without losing a single animal, conclusively
proving his argument against those who had contested that such a thing could not
be done. He told me that among American writers he cared most for the works of
Joel Chandler Harris and O. Henry …

Paterson and his wife returned to Australia in 1919 to find that his third book of verse had
already been published as Saltbush Bill, J.P. and Other Verses, and was another success. It
had appeared in 1917 with the publisher's note: ‘only a few pieces have been seen by (the
author) in proof … and he is not responsible for the selection, the arrangement or the title …’
This collection included some earlier, unpublished verses, going back twenty years or so. His
collected short stories and sketches (his best prose work) had also came out in 1917 under the
title of Three Elephant Power and Other Stories.

For a time Paterson returned to active journalism, editing the Sydney Sportsman from 1921
to 1930. These were years that Paterson greatly enjoyed and he brought much colour to this
weekly newspaper, clearly imbuing it with his personality and interests. In addition to horse-
racing (with which it was mainly concerned) it covered remarkably well all other major sports
such as athletics, cricket, football, tennis and boxing—international as well as local —and yet
paid suitable attention to minor sports and pastimes such as surfing, sailing, swimming and
billiards. It was a particularly lively newspaper, no less in its presentation than in its reading
matter: the photographs were full of action; cartoons, including those by the cricketer, Arthur
Mailey, were a feature; and any controversial sporting stories were hard-hitting and direct.

Paterson also used the columns of the Sportsman for any literary purposes that pleased him.
He contributed occasional verses and ballads, and on the occasion of J. F. Archibald's death
wrote a memorable tribute to his former mentor, which appearedin the Sportsman of 25 January
1922. He recalled his first meeting with Archibald in the Bulletin office, and in a few lines gave
a striking impression of the man:

Racially Archibald looked like a Jew. He had the hawk nose, the open eye and the
quick movements of the Oriental people; physically he was a fairly strong and well
set-up man of medium size, long in the arms, untidy in dress, wearing a moustache
and a pointed beard …

For the first time (after nearly thirty-five years) Paterson released the text of a letter Archibald
had written him after their first meeting confirming his advice to Paterson on his future writing.
Archibald urged him to write verses and stories that would appeal just as much to the people of
the outback as those of the cities—and counselled him not to be afraid ‘to sing the discord’—to
say what he thought and believed even if it might not please those in authority. Paterson
concluded with feeling and admiration:

Even after his death [Archibald] has done something to carry on the advancement
of Australia, as he has left a fairly large sum of money to provide for the purchase
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each year of the best portrait painted in Australia of any Australian distinguished
in art, literature or research, and this in itself speaks the character of the man's
mind. Cynic and pessimist as he was, he never lost faith in the ultimate success of
Australians, and when in the process of time his name is forgotten and people ask
‘Who was this Archibald who left this bequest’, the question can be answered by
saying ‘… he was the first man who believed in the home-made Australian article’.

It is obvious that Paterson himself shared these convictions and that they were an essential
part of his own brand of Australianism.

He resigned the editorship of the Sportsman in 1930 but continued for a couple of years
as a free-lance journalist for Smith's Weekly, a publication unique in Australian press history
because of its polemical approach to the political and social events of the day and its hard-
hitting personal attacks, which frequently involved it in litigation. Paterson's contributions
however were mainly to the excellent sporting pages which Smith's Weekly maintained.

The remainder of his life was a period of tranquillity and leisure in which he carried on his
writing, although not as prolifically as before, and attended to his pastoral interests. In 1933 the
Endeavour Press (the Bulletin) published The Animals Noah Forgot (to which I refer in more
detail in later pages), some ofthe most satisfying and polished children's verses ever written in
this country and not a fraction as well known as it should be.

By 1934 Paterson had at last completed Happy Dispatches, a semi-autobiographical work
combining recollections of his various activities and travels and reminiscences of famous people
he had met. He had kept diaries and notebooks since the turn of the century, but it was not
until he was free of his full-time journalistic work that he had begun to collate his jottings and
put them into some narrative form. But the book was not a success and Paterson never got
over his disappointment. At this time he regarded it as one of his best works. And yet the
reason for its failure to attract readers is not hard to see, in retrospect. The book suffers from
a chronological untidiness as Paterson dodges about the years, and it is hard for the reader to
get the hang of it. Again, there was a surfeit of travel books at this time, most of them much
more exotically and lavishly presented and illustrated (Happy Dispatches had no photographs).
The book also dealt with a period of time long past and hardly likely to interest readers coping
with the Depression. Despite its many fine character vignettes (those of Kipling and Allenby
are outstanding) it fell between the stools of autobiography, travel book, and history; clearly
Paterson would have done better had he written a straight autobiography, capitalizing on his
reputation as balladist and famous Australian and using the material of Happy Dispatches as
incidental colour. The fact is that the book is much more valuable now, as a source book of
Paterson's times and experiences, than it was in 1934 when it was published.

It is not generally known that Paterson, about this time, wrote a number of scripts for
broadcasting. In a letter dated 17 November 1934 to Major W. T. Conder (then general
manager of the Australian Broadcasting Commission), he said: ‘I meet all sorts of people
from Field Marshals to buffalo hunters and I would like to try getting interviews with them and
working in as much information as possible about their lives, the people they meet, and so on
…’ Out of this came a series of scripts, ‘The Land of Adventure’, on the lines of the people-and-
places sketches he had written so successfully in the Bulletin and elsewhere. These were splendid
essays, elaborating on experiences he had already written about (his visit to the New Hebrides,
for instance, and his pearlfishing exploits); reminiscences of rowing and sculling champions on
the Parramatta River (Searle, Hanlan, George Upward), and further recollections of bush life.
He did not personally broadcast these, but earlier he had given a talk on radio station 2FC in
Sydney (on 15 May 1932), in which he discussed the magnificentDavid Scott Mitchell collection
of Australian works, and claimed the time was ‘nearly ripe for a great Australian historical novel
on the lines of the stories of Winston Churchill and Mary Johnston, who wrote of Virginian
life. There is illimitable material in the explorers' diaries, and the pamphlets and stories got
together by Mr Mitchell and other collectors …’
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In 1936 his second novel, The Shearer's Colt, was published, and in 1939 he wrote a series of
autobiographical articles for the Sydney Morning Herald. These were somewhat haphazard in
their approach—mostly stray reminiscences, and one can only be disappointed that Paterson
did not make more of this splendid opportunity to more fully explore his life and experiences.
This was his last published work. After a short illness and apparent recovery, he died quietly
on 5 February 1941 while he was waiting at the hospital for his wife to take him home.

No matter where one turns to find the essentials of Paterson's life and character, one is
continually confronted with example after example of his great modesty. It was not an
obsession, nor a shrinking-violet complex; it was the unassuming humility of a man of the
highest sensitivity. His son Hugh recalls that ‘he never valued his verses highly; he said he
was just a bit of a jingle man, a balladist, and a poor balladist at that. He never assumed
to be a poet at all …’11 He willingly took a few shillings for ‘Waltzing Matilda’ as all it was
worth; he sent the ‘Saltbush Bill’ verses to his publishers as ‘some more junk’—the examples are
legion. Were it not for this he could be labelled as a typical as well as the great Australian he
undoubtedly was—bushman, horseman, sportsman, reporter, soldier, lecturer, lawyer, writer,
ballad-collector and the finest balladist in our language, achievements which earned him the
C.B.E. in 1939. As a man, he was, in Norman Lindsay's words, ‘an aristocrat’.

Most Australians accept that Banjo Paterson is their national poet. If that truism
encapsulates the strengths and weaknesses of his verse, it nevertheless denotes, too, his
achievement in penetrating a group consciousness dispersed over three million square miles.

One can undoubtedly find a number of elements or motifs throughout his verse that explain his
appeal. There is ‘The Man from Snowy River’, who ‘sent the flint-stones flying’ and ‘clearedthe
fallen timber in his stride’; (‘I have often been intrigued in the classroom to find’, writes Russel
Ward, ‘… young Reimersmas or Komorofskies riding on with ‘The Man from Snowy River’ even
more wholeheartedly than their Old Australian classmates’). There is ‘Waltzing Matilda’, the
nearest thing we have to an Australian anthem; and there are the ‘Saltbush Bill’ poems.12 And
I believe that almost every child who so willingly learns Paterson at school (where he will just
as unwillingly be introduced to Wordsworth or Keats or Auden) will carry for the rest of his
life Clancy's vision:

And the bush has friends to meet him, and their kindly voices greet him
�In the murmur of the breezes and the river on its bars,
And he sees the vision splendid of the sunlit plains extended,

�And at night the wondrous glory of the everlasting stars.
And whether he will become city or country dweller these lines, more than any others of

Paterson, enrapture magically and fix for all time the mystery and vastness of the Australian
Overland where in the ineffable silence of the night the stars crowd down to the very horizon.

For Paterson is the poet of the western plains—he is, if you like, the Australian Plainsman
of our literature. Geographically this area might be regarded as the great hinterland lying
between the upper reaches of the Lachlan and the Eumerella; alternatively we might think of
it, as Paterson probably did, as the whole of the illimitable outback of the Australia he knew
and loved from his own travels: western New South Wales, the Snowy country, the Queensland
downs (where he wrote ‘Waltzing Matilda’) and the Northern Territory. (‘If you've heard the
East a-callin' you don't never heed naught else’, he wrote. ‘And the man who once goes to
the Territory always has a hankering to get back there.’)13 Or then again, it might well be
bounded by the familiar sign-posts recurring in his ballads—‘the land of lots o' time’ along the
sleepy, loitering Castlereagh, stretching up to Kiley's Hill and Conroy's Gap, dropping away to
Dandaloo and ‘the black soil flats across by Waddiwong’.

At all events, this is Paterson's country where ‘the plains are all awave with grass, the skies are
deepest blue’, but where, too, there is the ‘fiery dust-storm drifting, and the mocking mirage
shifting’; where there is ‘waving grass and forest trees on sunlit plains as wide as seas’, but
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where there is the ‘drought fiend’, too, and the cattle are left lying ‘with the crows to watch
them dying/ Grim sextons of the Overland that fasten on their prey’;where there is ‘the dry
sweet scent on the saltbush plain’, but where, too, ‘fierce hot winds have set the pine and myall
boughs asweep’—so vast a country indeed that during the day the lonely rider is seen as ‘a
speck upon the waste of plain’, and at night there is but infrequently ‘the far off flash of a
station light’. None of his ballads better describes his love for these scenes and the people who
live there than ‘The Travelling Post Office’ with its quick compass of the farmer, the drover and
the teamster and the little country towns where ‘the mailman, if he's extra tired, would pass
them in his sleep’.

Paterson does not ignore the dust and drought and flies and thirst, but he stresses again and
again that the denizen of these plains, the Australian westerner, with cheerfulness, resolution
and resourceful independence surmounts all these adversities: Clancy is the archetype, the
permanent reality of this life. Even the Man from Snowy River ‘learnt to ride while droving
on the plains’. These men do not ‘curse the bushland’, they are ‘loyal through it all’ because
they know the bush has its ‘moods and changes’, so completely described by Paterson in his
challenging ballad ‘In Defence of the Bush’:

Yet, perchance, if you should journey down the very track you went
In a month or two at furthest, you would wonder what it meant;
Where the sunbaked earth was gasping like a creature in its pain
You would find the grasses waving like a field of summer grain,
And the miles of thirsty gutters, blocked with sand and choked with mud,

You would find them mighty rivers with a turbid, sweeping flood.

Paterson is able to discover to the multitude the normal daily lives of people living on stations
and in small communities (he is the balladist of the ‘in-station’ not of the isolated outpost as was
Barcroft Boake); to convey the vitality and endurance of the hopeful souls who pushed out west
and in the process learned serenity and patience; to capture thus in his verses an atmosphere, a
quiet pleasure lingering long in our memories. The best description for this is ‘non-professional
patriotism’.14 (It was only, as we shall see, when Paterson tried to be the professional patriot
in his writing that he failed.)

Many years ago C. E. W. Bean wrote in The Dreadnought of the Darling:

… the Australian, one hundred to two hundred years hence, will still live with the
consciousness that, if he only goes far enough back over the hills and across the
plains, he comes in the end to the mysterious half-desert country where men have
to live the lives of strongmen. And the life of that mysterious country will affect
Australian imagination much as the life of the sea has affected that of the English.
It will always be there to help the Australian to form his ideals…15

Paterson, probably better than anyone before or since, appreciated this as a permanent and
universal reality of our national consciousness; it was for this reason that he so passionately
loved the outback (he told someone once as he was boarding a train in Sydney that he was off
to the west for a holiday with the sheep) and its people. It is not without significance in this
context that he admired We of the Never Never as the best tale ever told of bush life; he ranked
second to it the little-known Christison of Lammermoor (which I believe might well have been a
source-book for Brian Penton's Landtakers), the chronicle of a Scottish immigrant's bitter but
successful struggle with drought and Aboriginals in the 1860s to carve out a holding in the far
west of Queensland. Christison was a fine horseman too—he won a Geelong Steeplechase on
Camel in 1857 before heading north —and this would have further impressed Paterson. One of
his fundamental beliefs, as Norman Lindsay has recalled, was ‘that isolation in the bush makes
individuals out of men whereas city life tends to make them into types and masses. He often
spoke of that’.
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The inevitable privations of the Australian outback, especially in the pioneering days, made
a sense of humour a necessity for sanity and indeed for survival. It was never the humour of the
belly-laugh: it ultimately depended on one of two attitudes, the dry, laconic, sometimes even
sardonic acceptance of things as they were, or, since imagination had perforce to be given rein in
a world of greys, browns and dull yellows, the development of the larger-than-life. Some of this
humour we see in Steele Rudd and Lawson, but we see it especially in Paterson. Though he is
by the more sophisticated readers of the present day very much underrated as a humorist, there
can be no doubt that much of his popularity and the tradition of Australianism that has grown
up about him was generated by the outback readers of the ‘Bushman's Bible’, the Bulletin, in
which much of Paterson's humorous work appeared—in prose as well as in verse.

His early life in the bush saw his first associations with all those characters—drovers, station
hands, shearers, bullockies—who became through Paterson's pen the first Australians to live
in verse. And their brand of humour impressed Paterson from the first. When he was a boy
of eight, he went with the station roust-aboutto the Bogolong (now Bookham) races. He found
that the township comprised two pubs, half a mile apart, with nothing in between:

When I asked the roustabout what had happened to the rest of the town, he said:
‘This is all they is. One pub to ketch the coves coming from Yass and the other to
ketch the coves from Jugiong.’

The two components of Australian outback humour I have referred to crop up throughout his
verse. The humour of the exaggerated is well illustrated in such ballads as ‘A Bush Christening’
(‘The priest, as he fled, flung a flask at his head/That was labelled “Maginnis's Whisky” ’) and
‘Johnson's Antidote’. As for the laconic commentary, we seldom see this better than in ‘Hay and
Hell and Booligal’ and in the last verse of what is probably Paterson's best-known humorous
ballad, ‘The Man from Ironbark’:

And now while round the shearing-floor the listening shearers gape,
He tells the story o'er and o'er, and brags of his escape.
‘Them barber chaps what keeps a tote, by George, I've had enough,
One tried to cut my bloomin' throat, but thank the Lord it's tough.'
And whether he's believed or no, there's one thing to remark,

That flowing beards are all the go way up in Ironbark.

But it has always seemed to me that Paterson strikes much more richly the vein of
characteristic Australian humour in his prose writing—not in his two novels, but in his short
stories and sketches most printed first in the Bulletin, some later collected in the book,
Three Elephant Power and Other Stories and more recently, with his Boer War reports and
some examples of his journalism added, again published in The World of ‘Banjo’ Paterson.
Stories such as ‘White-When-He's-Wanted’, ‘The Cast Iron Canvasser’ (a Patersonian romp)
and ‘The Oracle’ (worthy to be bracketed with Cecil Mann's ‘Stiff Luck for the Colonel’ as a
Randwick classic) lose nothing by comparison with any other Australian humorous writer—both
in handling of dialogue and in the exploiting of comic situation. But one finds some gems of
humour buried among his less well-known pieces. For tongue-in-the-cheek reportage of the
‘send-up’ variety there is nothing better in our literature than his account of the Northern
Territory, ‘the land of later-on’, under the title of ‘The Cycloon, Paddy Cahill and the G.R.’;
there is his unerring pin-pointing of the foibles of British and Australian army authorities at
the time of the Boer War in ‘A War Office in Trouble’; the bushman's assessment of the cow in
‘The Bullock’ (‘The cow is themother of the bullock. All the cussedness of the bovine race is
centred in the cow. In Australia the most opprobrious epithet one can apply to a man or other
object is “cow”…’) and the hilarious episode of ‘Hughey's Dog’ and the Dutch cook who fell foul
of it:
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He asked for the boss, and much to the boss's astonishment said he meant to leave
next morning.
‘You can't leave,’ said the boss. ‘You are under agreement to give a certain amount
of notice—you can't leave all at once.’
‘Vell,' responded the Dutchman slowly, ‘it is all in de agreement but I must go. De
stars is gettin’ very close togedder, and I haf a heap of preachin' to do—as soon as
dem stars gets togedder de vorld vill be purnt up and I must go and preach to the
beeples.’
‘Off his nanny again,’ thought the boss, ‘the sooner he goes the better.’

And even in his last years, in his Sydney Morning Herald reminiscences, Paterson's
characteristic under-playing humour is always just below the surface—as in his entertaining
account of his participation in the first motor-car reliability trial between Sydney and
Melbourne, and in his recollection of his original meeting with Archibald of the Bulletin.

Then, of course, a most important part of Paterson the Australian is to do with the
horse—Paterson as an equestrian balladist and as a horseman and horse-expert (but not
necessarily horse-lover). If we can extend our sights beyond Randwick and Flemington (although
this is part of the story too, as it is of Paterson's involvement) there is little doubt that the
horse is an important part of the average Australian's consciousness of his traditions. It goes
back to Adam Lindsay Gordon; it takes in the drover, the cattleman, the boundary rider, the
bush picnic meetings, the Royal Agricultural Show, The Man from Snowy River, the Australian
Light Horse, the Mounted Police, Phar Lap and Tulloch. The strands are inextricable.

Paterson is far and away the foremost of our literary exponents of this national phenomenon.
In his personal recollections he explains how this came about:

One of my father's forbears was John Paterson of Lochlyoch who founded the breed
of Clydesdale horses by importing a black Flemish stallion called Robin. Robin
was to the Clydesdale breed what Eclipse was to the thoroughbred, as may be seen
in the Clydesdale stud book. There was also a further connection with horses in
that my grandfather, going out to India to seek his fortune, joined up with John
Company's army, in which his original rank was that of a roughrider.He rode the
rough horses so well that he afterwards obtained his commission; and it is something
of a coincidence that in the Great War more than a hundred years afterwards I, his
grandson, was given a commission as Major in a rough riding unit. This, and my
early experiences as a small shepherd, may account for whatever of accuracy there
may be in my versified descriptions of bush life and of horses.

His characteristic modesty is not likely ever to dim the admiration and excitement his ballads
of horses and horsemanship will always generate in his readers, especially those who can sense
his appreciation that the horse is a means of expression for the horseman and that poetry can
be woven into that fact. Paterson, from the time he rode miles to and from school as a small
boy, knew, just as did the horsemen he wrote about, the joy and certainty of having a good
horse under him way out in the bush: Rio Grande, ‘the big horse running free’ or the Snowy
mountain horse whose ‘pluck was still undaunted and his courage fiery hot’. But he was not a
horse-lover in the sentimental sense. Like a true bushman he saw the horse (like the dog, the
sheep, and the bullock) as an animal trained or useful for certain purposes— for rounding up
cattle, for buffalo hunting, for racing—and to be admired accordingly for its excellence therein.

In the ballad ‘A Bushman's Song’ (there are many who regard it as his most characteristic)
occurs his nostalgic evocation of the pack-horse:

The pack-horse runs behind us, for he follows like a dog,

And we cross a lot of country at the old jig-jog.
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Pack-saddles are now things of the past—but one of the most familiar sights of the last
century was the bush traveller, nomadically threading his way through the outback, followed
by his faithful pack-horse.

Paterson's sense of humour stopped him from taking the horse too seriously. ‘Big stupid
creatures … blessed with little sense’16 he once described them, but he valued and understood
them— and to the extent that a dedicated horseman can, he loved a good horse. He wrote
several magnificently professional articles on his return from the Boer War on the requirements of
horses for mounted infantry and artillery work; on the contrast between English and Australian
chargers; and on numerous technical details of the horse in warfare.17 During his term as a
remount officer in Egypt he handled over 5,000 horses and countless mules, and his skill was
legendary.

The racing of horses was, and to a lesser extent still is, one ofthe most enjoyed community
recreations of the outback (recognition of which is too often clouded because people are now so
accustomed to the commercial activities of the city race-track). Paterson as a bush balladist
chronicled these bush-picnic meetings memorably in his verse—and ‘Old Pardon, the Son
of Reprieve’, ‘Rio Grande’, ‘The Amateur Rider’, ‘Father Riley's Horse’, ‘The Old Timer's
Steeplechase’, and many more comprise an important and widely admired part of his verse. Not
that he ever made over-glamorous the race track and its hangers-on. The chicanery, exploitation
and tragedy that it breeds are made clear enough in verses like ‘How the Favourite Beat Us’ and
‘Only a Jockey’; in such of his short stories as ‘Concerning a Steeplechase Rider’ and the very
funny and true to turf-life ‘The Oracle’; and in his novel The Shearer's Colt. But to Paterson
it was all part of the importance of the horse in Australia and Australian balladry, even though
some literary purists may flick the pages over, is much enriched thereby.

In his earlier days Paterson was an accomplished race-rider on the flat and over jumps: he was
recognized as one of the best amateur riders in the State and took part in many meetings of the
old Sydney Hunt Club. In his latter days he was a familiar figure in the press-box at Randwick
or among small groups of trainers and owners who knew him and respected his judgement of
horses and their breeding. His son Hugh recalls that he used to select and buy yearlings for
many of his friends with considerable success, though his few ventures as an owner were not as
fortunate. One of the best photographs extant of Paterson is that of him in his latter years at
Randwick with oversized race-glasses slung round his neck looking abstractedly at his race-book,
reminded perhaps of a bush horse in the past:

Yet when I noticed the old grey horse,
The rough bush saddle, and single rein
Of the bridle laid on his tangled mane,
Straightway the crowd and the auctioneer
Seemed on a sudden to disappear,
Melted away in a kind of haze—

For my heart went back to the droving days.

���(‘In the Droving Days’)

One of the most interesting sidelights on Paterson's love of horse-racing is the extant
manuscript of a book, ‘Racehorses and Racing in Australia’, which in 257 foolscap pages of
typescript covers almost every aspect of racing in this country and also has many references to
racing overseas. Paterson wrote it in hisleisure time during the years before the First World War
when he was running his Coodravale property (its statistics and records go up to 1914, when
it was completed). In the Mitchell Library, Sydney, there is a letter he wrote to the publisher,
George Robertson, on 7 January 1910 in which, with characteristic humour, he outlined the
aims of his book:
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The lines I am going on in my book are that of all the thousands who attended races
very few have any idea of ‘the game’. People who go to cricket and football mostly
know a bit about the games and have played them themselves. But thousands
on thousands go to racing and bet their money cheerfully on mysterious whispers
imparted to them by men without any seat to their pants. It struck me that if one
wrote a book on the practical side of racing it ought to sell well. Nothing heavy, but
a sort of Royal Road to Racing. Do you think they would stand a humorous book
on racing? People seem to me to take racing so gloomily. One could make it very
funny without much effort and it would point a good moral as I could show the folly
of betting. We might get it into the schools in course of time.

In the event Paterson's manuscript shows a much more serious purpose; in his Introduction
he asks ‘Why not a book on the noble science of racing?’, and with a rare enthusiasm and
an admirably colloquial lucidity he sets out to give the racegoer, rich or poor, every possible
benefit from his years of experience. There are chapters on buying a yearling, considering every
aspect of pedigree, temperament and constitution; on the training and racing of young horses;
on race-riding, and on the racing scene, where Paterson is really in his element:

Let us venture, then, into the wild and whirling maelstrom that makes up a modern
race-course. Owners, backers, bookmakers, trainers, jockeys, battlers, hard-heads,
touts and whisperers; princes, potentates and prawn-merchants; actresses, society
leaders, ladies, wives and daughters of the populace; horses that are worth fortunes,
and horses that are going to cost ditto; stayers, sprinters and middle distance horses;
horses that begin badly and finish well, horses that dash to the front and do not
finish at all, horses that plod at one pace from end to end of a race; all in full
condition, all thoroughbred, and with only a couple of seconds in the mile between
the best and worst of them. What a kaleidoscope of humanity, what a fascinating
gamble …

He analyses systems of bookmaking and betting in the minutest detail and works out
pages of arithmetical calculations to prove his point. He offers advice on problems of racing
administrationthat, sixty years later, is still sound and logical. On the denizens of the racecourse,
the ‘battlers’, the ‘wizers’, the ‘tipsters’, he is superb (as could have been predicted from a
number of his earlier sketches, notably ‘The Oracle’). He is at great pains, with details of
breeding and performance, to compare English and Australian horses. And he completes his
book with a magnificent three chapters of sustained fiction, where to illustrate many of his
observations he describes a weight-for-age race in which he draws together an imaginary field
of champions and near champions.

As it happens, the manuscript was never published, although extracts from it are printed in
The World of ‘Banjo’ Paterson (Sydney, 1967), probably because the publishers to whom it was
submitted (Angus & Robertson) realized it would have appealed only to a relatively limited
readership. However the historian and biographer, the late M. H. Ellis, who knew Paterson
at the time, told me that he believed negotiations for publication broke down because of a
disagreement over terms.

Finally, of course, Paterson will always be identified (as will his contemporary, Henry Lawson)
with the surge of nationalism that affected so many aspects of Australian life, political, social
and cultural—the upheaval of the 1890s. Almost atomic in its effects, in retrospect it can be
seen that the constituents were being developed side by side until the fusion took place. For
the first time the population showed a majority of native Australians—with signs of a closing
of ranks against foreigners (especially the Chinese) and the beginnings of a White Australia
policy. The labour force now turned to politics; the disasters of drought, unemployment and
depression had helped to weld the working classes, even though the great strikes of the period
had ended in failure and misery. Universities (and libraries) were established —and compulsory
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secular education was emerging as a reality. Improved transport meant better communication;
there was a noticeable multiplication of newspapers. The theatre suddenly seemed alive on
three levels. George Rignold and Alfred Dampier were presenting Shakespeare on the one hand,
and popular melodrama, in the form of stage versions of For the Term of His Natural Life and
Robbery Under Arms, on the other. J. C. Williamson had formed his Comic Opera Company
in the 1880s and, showing considerable acumen, had bought up the sole rights of Gilbert and
Sullivan for the delectation of the middlebrows in the many years to follow. And Harry Rickards
leased the Garrick Theatre, Sydney, in 1893, renamed it the Tivoli and thus began his flourishing
vaudeville circuits. Musically, great things were happening too. The Melbourne Exhibition of
1888, with a performanceby an orchestra of 70 players (the largest to that date), was just ahead
of the opening of the Sydney Town Hall in 1890 —with many treats of music to follow. J. C.
Williamson combined with George Musgrove to import a series of Italian opera companies, so
that Australian audiences saw and heard Cavalleria Rusticana, I Pagliacci and L'Amico Fritz
for the first time. And closest to literature perhaps, the Heidelberg School made a coherent
group of painters with a passionate and dedicated involvement in their own country, seeking a
typically Australian subject matter and leading the first generation of artists born or trained in
Australia.

As for literature, according to Arthur Jose everyone sang. Everything Australian suddenly
became worth writing about: the slums, the outback, the diggings, the seaports, the selections,
the stock routes, the wheatfields. It was naissance rather than renaissance, permeated with
two characteristic Australian virtues: a good-tempered humour and inviolable mateship. Jose
wrote:

A good deal of my time just then was spent up-country, and I found everywhere
men's—especially young men's—minds working as if some super-baker had perme-
ated them with a spiritual yeast. Young men brought me manuscripts or sketched
for me their notions of a pan-Australian romance. With them it was simple to
deal, by referring them to the omnivorous Bulletin. But what was one to do with
a bank-manager—I met him in a southern township—who had submerged himself
in Diderot and the Encyclopaedists as thoroughly as Brennan submerged himself
in Mallarmé? … Never since Elizabeth's days had a whole nation so unanimously
clamoured for mind-food.18

The ‘omnivorous Bulletin’ was, in fact, everywhere devoured. It was the reactor for this
atomic chain. J. F. Archibald, its founder, self-described as a soler and heeler of paragraphs,
gave his journal wings to soar beyond provincialism, giving publication at last to the rich record
of Australian life and thus providing the repository of truly Australian values. And while A.
G. Stephens was not to join its staff until 1894 and bring about his notable string of successes
with writers like Boake, Ogilvie, Steele Rudd and Quinn, the bush ballad had already found its
seed-bed in the Bulletin's pages, and came to full flower with Paterson, so that the 1890s might
be termed the age of the Bulletin, Paterson and, of course, Henry Lawson. Certainly, when The
Man from Snowy River could be published, run to four editions within the first six months,
and sell some 90,000 copies within the decade, it might well be the Age of Paterson, without
qualification. No wonderthe English journals sat up and took notice—no English writer except
Kipling enjoyed such a readership.

As for the relationship between Paterson and Lawson, this seems by now to have been resolved,
both by the critics and by Paterson himself. Any suggestion of personal ill-will or enmity
between them is hardly sustained by the evidence: Paterson was a friend of Lawson and his
family, helped Lawson draw up his contracts and was helped by suggestions from Lawson. On
the so-called poetic war which they had in the columns of the Bulletin, Paterson wrote:

Henry Lawson was a man of remarkable insight in some things and of extraordinary
simplicity in others. We were both looking for the same reef, if you get what I mean:
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but I had done my prospecting on horseback with my meals cooked for me, while
Lawson had done his prospecting on foot, and had had to cook for himself. Nobody
realized this better than Lawson; and one day he suggested that we should write
against each other, he putting the bush from his point of view, and I putting it from
mine.
‘We ought to do pretty well out of it,’ he said. ‘We ought to be able to get in 3 or
4 sets of verses each before they stop us.’
This suited me all right, for we were working on space, and the pay was very
small—in fact, I remember getting exactly thirteen and sixpence for writing ‘Clancy
of the Overflow’—so we slam-banged away at each other for weeks and weeks; not
until they stopped us, but until we ran out of material. I think that Lawson put his
case better than I did, but I had the better case, so that honours (or dishonours)
were fairly equal. An undignified affair, but it was a case of ‘root hog or die’.
To show how a poet can be without honour (or profit) in his own country, I remember
Lawson's wife telling me she was quite happy because Henry was ‘working’ again.
‘What's he working at,’ I asked, ‘prose or verse?’
‘Oh, no,’ she said. ‘I don't mean writing, I mean working. He's gone back to his
trade as a house painter.’

Vance Palmer wrote somewhat inaccurately of the Paterson-Lawson relationship.19 He
believed that both were influenced by orally transmitted ballads, less by books—but this is
not true of Paterson, who owed at least an equal debt to his reading of Gordon, Swinburne,
Kipling and the Scottish balladists. (Versifying was, so to speak, in the family—his father had a
poem or two published in the Bulletin and his brother and sister also wrote verse.) It is wrong,
too, to say that Paterson and Lawson ‘hardly knew each other’. But in general it is correct to
say, as Palmer has, that their work sprang from a single root—their loveof their country—even
though they set about showing it in different ways. Lawson's side of the story was the natural
disadvantages of the outback; Paterson's, the optimistic and resolute facing of them by the bush
folk. (Interestingly enough, William Hatfield's Sheepmates reconciles quite successfully these
opposing views.)

Of course, Paterson was the grazier's son and Lawson the ‘grouching proletarian’, as Palmer
describes him, but Paterson had much more of the folk impulse in his ballads. The people of the
bush thought so too. Lawson's portraits were true enough individually, but the drovers, shearers
and station hands preferred to recognize themselves in the more idealized, even heroic, portraits
(like the Man from Snowy River) found in Paterson's verse. It was their unlucky comrades, the
‘down-and-outers’ and nondescript swagmen whom they saw in Lawson's descriptions. Despite
their differences, however, the two writers have one achievement in common: the essential
humanity and authenticity of their writing made Australians as a people conscious of a national
literature. In this sense Australian literature is equally indebted to both of them. John Manifold
puts it aptly when he says: ‘They had found Australian poetry provincial, and left it national’.20
And many more Australian writers than can be listed here have, in fact, directly or indirectly
drawn on Paterson and Lawson every time they have depicted a truly Australian character or
voiced a genuinely national sentiment.

It seems wrong in principle and unfair to dissociate Paterson as balladist from Paterson as
poet. The exiguous body of criticism of his work in later years can probably be explained
by two factors: the suspicion that there is something socialist in his sympathies (a childish
view, easily rebutted, because Paterson, writing as did Boake, from his direct associations with
the men of the outback, was bound to be a social commentator and to put the case for the
shearers and the drovers—this did not make him anti-capitalist; furthermore, it was natural
and not harmful that he should carry memories of his father's difficulties and dispossession);
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and his predilection for the horse, translated into current thinking as the turf. Perhaps largely
because of these mistaken assumptions, critics have taken the easy way out in dealing with his
verse: to discuss him as a balladist (‘he was only really at home in the robust, masculine world
of action, wheremen played uproarious practical jokes, or raced heroically down the perilous
mountainside’, wrote Vance Palmer, for instance) and therefore to be spared the necessity of
justifying him as a poet.21

Apart from H. M. Green's magnificent appraisal of Paterson in his History of Australian
Literature (how felicitously do the roles of literary critic and literary historian coalesce in his
case!), perhaps the most honest and perceptive appreciation of Paterson's work is Brian Elliott's
essay ‘Australian Paterson’.22 But he feels it is better to term Paterson ‘balladist’ since ‘he has
none of the finer qualities of invention which would entitle him to the name of poet if that
word has a precise meaning’. Admittedly Elliott has covered himself there to some extent, as he
does later when, in admitting Paterson's success ‘fragmentarily in attaining a kind of lyricism’,
he regards this ‘accidental beauty’ as helping to give the verses their wide appeal, making the
splendid critical observation that these are ‘occasional windows … into the heart of the bush's
own music’.

Balladist or poet? Surely Paterson is both. The simplest definition of poetry, ‘memorable
speech’, is still the best. Modern poetry (Australian or otherwise) is not read a tenth as much
as Paterson's verses were, and is this not due largely (even apart from the multiplication of the
means of mass communication) to poets' neglect of the fact that good poetry is always better
heard than read? Surely the best means of judging a poet is by the frequency and diversity of
the occasions on which we remember his poetry. And by that test too, surely Paterson can be
regarded as a poet.

No one denies that Paterson wrote, on occasion, execrable verse. So have many other poets.
But essentially there is always a poetic quality in his better verse: for example, when he is
writing a strict ballad and rejoicing us with the range of his metrical experiments (for which
his ballads bear endless study) as in:

Through the stringy barks and saplings, on the rough and broken ground,

Down the hillside at a racing pace he went23

and

It brought a breath of mountain air from off the hills of pine,
A scent of eucalyptus trees in honey-laden bloom;
And drifting, drifting far away along the southern line

It caught from leaf and grass and fern a subtle strange perfume.24

In other poems he is expressing something essential to him, and to the spirit of the bush,
that ‘which weaves the bushman's heart irrevocably, although it may be unconsciously, into the
patternof his environment’ (as A. J. Coombes puts it), so that the lyre and the banjo sound as
one:

The waving of grasses,
�The song of the river
That sings as it passes
�For ever and ever,
The hobble-chains' rattle,
�The calling of birds,
The lowing of cattle

�Must blend with the words …25

19



1 CLEMENT SEMMLER: A. B. PATERSON

and

As we swept along on our pinions winging,
We should catch the chime of a church-bell ringing,
Or the distant note of a torrent singing,

Or the far-off flash of a station light.26

and

Land of plenty or land of want, where the grey Companions dance,
Feast or famine, or hope or fear, and in all things land of chance,

Where Nature pampers or Nature slays, in her ruthless, red, romance,
And we catch a sound of a fairy's song, as the wind goes whipping by,
Or a scent like incense drifts along from the herbage ripe and dry

—Or the dust-storms dance on their ballroom floor, where the bones of the cattle lie.27

Surely we can agree with John Manifold that: ‘Paterson is a far richer, more subtle and more
versatile poet than people appear to believe today’.28

That Paterson as a balladist is supreme in our literature needs no justification. Barcroft
Boake, had he lived his span, might have excelled Paterson (this is probable), and it must
be admitted that the occasional ballad of Lawson reaches an emotional pitch beyond any of
Paterson's, but these are only minor qualifications to that claim. And because it puts into
perspective so aptly the hierarchy of the balladists (and is in itself a piece of literary criticism
par excellence), H. M. Green's memorable assessment is appropriate at this point:

The Australian ballad falls into a number of sub-groups. The most characteristic,
and on the whole the most important, if only on account of its leader, is the
equestrian: here Paterson canters down the centre, dreaming of the wide plains;
with Ogilvie out on one flank, waving at a girl in the distance, and Boake on the
other, smoking himself into a deeper gloom; and, not far off, ‘The Breaker’,taking
a tricky colt over a high fence. Then there are the swagmen, led by Henry Lawson,
who humps a heavy drum along the dusty road. Dyson leans over the windlass of
a mine, and, near him, a party of prospectors strings off into the far west. Farther
ahead and later in time, Souter is talking to a mallee farmer beside his stump-jump
plough; and ‘John O'Brien’ waits for his Sunday flock, who are gathering round
the little church. Over the eastern horizon, on a Port Jackson wharf, Brady listens
to a half-drunken sailor's story of seas and mermaids and strange cargoes, though
occasionally he wanders inland; Will Lawson is not far from him, and Souter leaves
his mallee farmers to make a sea voyage now and then …29

The ballad in this country depended on several elements: excitement, preferably with a touch
of the ironic or cynical; a genuine feeling for and love of the land, with the inner certainty
that the land healed itself and that inevitably, with patience and courage to await it, rebirth
followed after drought-death; as a corollary of this, some elements of gloom and melancholy
brought on by environment; and interwoven in all this, the dominant Australian characteristic
to ‘give it a go’ and take a a risk. These motifs can be found continually in Paterson's verse,
only sporadically in the other balladists. Boake's ballads of horsemanship (‘Stride for stride,
lengthened wide, for the green timber belt/The fastest half mile ever done on the plain …’) came
closest in excitement and tempo to those of Paterson; both outstripped Gordon whom they had
taken as their model. Paterson's ‘The Man from Snowy River’ completely eclipses ‘The Sick
Stockrider’, because he replaces soliloquy with action; his bush-ranger ballads have the feeling
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and atmosphere (based on his own knowledge of the bush people concerned) which Gordon
lacks in such a ‘literary’ ballad as ‘Wolf and Hound’; and with a certain amount of intentional
parody, we may be sure, Paterson packs more of the characteristic Australian attitudes into
two verses of ‘How the Favourite Beat Us’ than Gordon was able to accomplish in the whole of
‘How We Beat the Favourite’ (even apart from considerations of language and topical interest):

I said to the jockey, ‘Now listen, my cocky,
You watch as you're cantering down by the stand;
I'll wait where that toff is and give you the office,

You're only to win if I lift up my hand.'
I then tried to back her—What price is The Cracker?
‘Our books are at full, sir,' each bookie did swear;
My mind, then, I made up, my fortune I played up,

I bet every shilling against my own mare.

What of environmental melancholy there was in Paterson, and it occurred seldom, was
nostalgia based on bush isolation and loneliness; Gordon, on the other hand, as Brian Elliott so
well has it, ‘confused his own powerful gloom with the spirit of a landscape he was imperfectly
able to see’.30 Contrast this with Boake's terrible melancholy, which in such a ballad as ‘Where
the Dead Men Lie’ was due to a vision that was, if one may put it that way, too perfect.

Paterson principally, but Boake, Ogilvie and Lawson too, improved on Gordon for the one
reason that they drew their inspiration from the bush and its people, and as far as the ballad
was concerned, this more than compensated for the greater poetic power Gordon admittedly
had. In the particular case of Paterson, his great achievement with the ballad was that he went
back into folklore; even in his lifetime he reversed the usual process, whereby ballads as sung
and recited are eventually collected and put into print (although he contributed powerfully to
this too, with his Old Bush Songs). His ballads, printed first, went into circulation by word
of mouth (‘A Bushman's Song’, ‘The Billy-Goat Overland’) and finished up as songs of the
outback in the hands of people who had never read a line of them in print. (The same is true of
Lawson's ‘Andy's Gone with Cattle’ —though this is lyric folk-song rather than ballad.) And
in the process even the characters he wrote about began to assume reality in the minds of his
readers: there has been nearly as much ink spilt about the identity of the Man from Snowy River
as about Paterson himself; there is even a memorial set up to one claimant to the title. But
then, as Russel Ward neatly sums it up, ‘so successful was [Paterson] that he became something
of a legend himself in his own lifetime, and some of his characters are still believed by many to
have had as real a bodily existence as “the Banjo” himself’.31

The fact is that Paterson in his ballads emerges as myth-maker as well as poet, and if
many people do not know his ingenious ballad about Driver Smith who with his ambulance
on the Transvaal veld captured Kruger, the Boer leader, and ‘ended the blooming war’, at least
everyone knows ‘The Man from Snowy River’. And it was the magic of this poem that gave the
excitement to his first collection of verse; it was not just a book that had been written, it was
as if a word had been uttered that was to awaken a dumb country, giving it a language of its
own, a laughter of its own and spreading a sense of fellowship between one man and another.
The Man from Snowy River and Other Verses travelled over Australia as no other book has
done beforeor since, and soon its verses were being recited at every bush gathering and around
every bush fire.

In all this Paterson had the instinct of the folk-singer to make sure of the material at hand,
to shape it in more telling fashion and give it a national vogue. In words that soon seemed as
natural as breathing, he made a balladry of the scattered lives of back-country Australians who
thought nobody noticed them and until then had hardly noticed one another. He discovered the
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simple tunes of their lives, tunes that mostly had the easy, obvious rhythm of an exhilarating
barn-dance. (And indeed ‘Waltzing Matilda’ is the best of barn-dances when everyone joins in
and roars the famous, pseudo-melancholy choruses.)

While Paterson's verse, as collected in the three books, shows some progressive chronological
development,32 nevertheless his best verse generally is in the first collection, which includes
‘The Man from Snowy River’, ‘Clancy of the Overflow’, ‘The Travelling Post Office’, ‘The Man
from Ironbark’, ‘On Kiley's Run’, ‘Black Swans’, and the superbly Australian ‘A Bushman's
Song’:

I'm travellin' down the Castlereagh, and I'm a station-hand,
I'm handy with the ropin' pole, I'm handy with the brand,
And I can ride a rowdy colt, or swing the axe all day,

But there's no demand for a station-hand along the Castlereagh.

No group of ballads in the last two books matched these in quality.
One of the reasons for general unevenness of the three collections, was undoubtedly Paterson's

easy-going tendency to include ‘jingles’ and ‘junk’ from amongst discarded early work, once he
realized that, strange as it seemed, people wanted to read his verse. The other reason is that
once his reputation was made he felt it incumbent on himself to ‘produce’ verse, usually for
national or patriotic occasions, and when it came to contrived emotion or sentiment Paterson's
muse completely left him, no less than it has left many an official poet laureate. Whatever
really atrocious verse Paterson wrote, and it was not much, stemmed from this. ‘Reveille’,
for instance, included in the first (1917) edition of Saltbush Bill, J.P. and Other Verses, was
dropped and rightly so from Collected Verse:

Whither go ye, Lancers gay
�With your bold reveille?
O'er the ocean far away
From your sunny southern home,
Over leagues of trackless foam
In a foreign land to roam

�With your bold reveille.

Every cliché in the book! And Federation could quite easily have done without ‘Song of the
Federation’, from the Rio Grande collection:

As the nations sat together, grimly waiting—
The fierce and ancient nations battle-scarred—
Grown grey in their lusting and their hating,
�Ever armed and ever ready keeping guard,
Through the tumult of their warlike preparation
�And the half-stilled clamour of the drums
Came a voice crying, ‘Lo, a new-made Nation,

�To her place in the sisterhood she comes!'

which Paterson apparently felt duty-bound to compose.
On the other hand, one can discern in the last two volumes a greater confidence and

craftsmanship developing. The narrative dexterity of ‘A Ballad of Ducks’, ‘Mulligan's Mare’
and ‘The Gundaroo Bullock’ (all from the third book) is hardly equalled by even the best of
his early verse in that style; there are more and more phrases of poetic mastery:
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… the wild ducks cry

Their long-drawn note of revelry.

and in ‘The Mountain Squatter’:

These Riverina cracks,
�They do not care to ride
The half-inch hanging tracks

�Along the mountain side …

and ‘The Road to Gundagai’:

The mountain road goes up and down

From Gundagai to Tumut Town.
And, branching off, there runs a track

Across the foothills grim and black,
Across the plains and ranges grey

To Sydney city far away.

Paterson has also learned the priceless (especially in the ballad) lesson of simplicity.
Nowhere does he put these particular qualities to better use (combined with the experience

he had gained in verse-writing down the years) than in his last volume of verse, so gloriously
illustrated by Norman Lindsay and no less gloriously titled The Animals Noah Forgot (1933),
which, like all classic children'spoetry, reaches out to all ages. Here Paterson has written
the most charming verse imaginable about Australian animals which his poems may well
outlast—the platypus, the wombat, the flying squirrel, the white cockatoo, the buffalo, the
bandicoot. The best-known poem is ‘The Billy-Goat Overland’:

And never a dog had pluck or gall in front of the mob to stand

And face the charge of a thousand goats on the billy-goat overland.

There has not been better children's poetry about animals written before or since—for
somehow here best of all Paterson's love for the bush, his poetic sense, his innate humour
and his acute observation combine to give his writing the most delicate touch:

Far from the trouble and toil of town,
Where the reed-beds sweep and shiver,
Look at a fragment of velvet brown—
Old Man Platypus drifting down,

Drifting along the river …
���(‘Old Man Platypus’)

The chorus frogs in the big lagoon
Would sing their songs to the silvery moon.
Tenor singers were out of place,

For every frog was a double bass.
���(‘Frogs in Chorus’)
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Each like a dormouse sleeps
In the spout of a gumtree old,
A ball of fur with a silver coat;
Each with his tail around his throat

For fear of his catching cold.
These are the things he eats,
Asking his friends to dine:
Moths and beetles and new-born shoots,
Honey and snacks of the native fruits,

And a glass of dew for wine.
���(‘Flying Squirrels’)

Happy the child who numbers these poems in his literary education.
Just as regrettable as the unavailability (until recently) of these verses to young readers is the

comparatively narrow circulation of Paterson's prose (not to mention the even narrower range
of critical discussion about it), understandable if not excusable because of the dominant image
of Paterson the national poet.Not that we find his best work in his novels; they are passé in plot
and atmosphere and the characters, although eminently recognizable as outback types, tend to
be cardboard-like.

An Outback Marriage would have made a lively film thirty years ago, when Australian
film makers were showing some activity, much more so than the stereotyped ‘Dad and Dave’
productions they eventually came to light with. It is a healthy story of bush station life (the
realistic scenes of which are its chief virtue) with most of the places and events recognizable
as part of Paterson's own experience. Charlie Grant, a wealthy outback station owner who
married during a visit to England—his wife died there—eventually brings his daughter Mary,
aged twenty-four, out from England to become familiar with his main property, Kuryong, of
about 60,000 acres, situated near Kiley's Crossing. On this station lives Hugh Gordon, the son
of Grant's former partner and station manager, and the latter's widow Mrs Gordon, who acts
as the general mistress of the household. The main romantic plot arises from the relationship
between Mary Grant and Hugh.

Surrounding this station are the families of the Doyles and the Donohoes and all their bush
clansmen. One of the sub-plots is about a rather aggressive female member of the Donohoe
clan, Peggy, who claims she married the elder Grant, and when the latter dies she makes a claim
on his estate. Much of the story is devoted to the efforts of Hugh and Mary to disprove this
claim, which is being fought on behalf of the Donohoes by a local lawyer, Gavan Blake who, as
a relative of the Doyles and the Donohoes, is looked up to by them and has their confidence.
Blake rescues Mary Grant from near drowning when she first arrives at the station, is invited to
the homestead, and falls in love with her. Prior to this he has been conducting an affair, of the
harmless flirtation type (Paterson was much too moral for anything worse), with the governess
at the station, Ellen Harriott, with whom he now breaks off. Another sub-plot concerns a
visiting Englishman, Carew (an Oxonian and Triple Blue) who is seeking a certain Patrick
Considine who has come into an inheritance in England and is believed to be in Australia. By a
coincidence Considine turns out to be a man named Keogh, introduced earlier in the story, who
is running one of Grant's distant outback stations. Considine, however, claims that he married
Peggy Donohoe and left her, and because he does not wish to share his possible inheritance
with her, he ‘clears out’ when he learns that she is now pursuing him, and takes refuge with
some buffalo hunters in the Northern Territory. Hugh Gordon is sent up tobring him back,
since it is felt that he can clear up the mystery of Peggy Donohoe's alleged marriage to Grant.
Blake learns eventually that Peggy had in fact married Considine, but had forged the marriage
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papers to make it appear that she had married Grant—aided and abetted in this enterprise by
‘Red’ Mick Donohoe, the leader of the Donohoe-Doyle faction. Eventually of course the case
is disproved in court (Blake having decided to try to bluff it out), and faced with disgrace,
Blake then commits suicide. Otherwise all ends happily, with Mary Grant marrying Hugh and
presumably the Englishman Carew marrying Ellen Harriott.

Kuryong is of course Illalong-Narambla, and the homestead descriptions match those in ‘On
Kiley's Run’. There is the situation of the elder Paterson becoming manager instead of owner,
and the story's hero is named Hugh after Banjo Paterson's son. The Doyles and the Donohoes
are the bushranger progeny and outback nomads he knew in his childhood and in the legal
arguments and court scene, it is A. B. Paterson the lawyer writing, although if he has identified
himself with Blake, it is in an ironic spirit. Nor can Paterson the traveller forbear to introduce an
episode in his own treasured and exciting experiences of a buffalo hunt in the Northern Territory,
and this he does superlatively. The best parts of the book, which need not be disturbed from its
obscurity, are in the bush and station descriptions, the unerring handling of outback dialogue,
and the quiet humour with which Paterson shows up the foibles of his bush characters. Mary
Grant en route to Kuryong introduces herself to the garrulous hotel owner, Mrs Connellan; the
latter immediately tells the cook, who tells the landlord's son:

Dan told the stationmaster when he went back for the next load, and when he had
finished carting the luggage he got on a horse and went round telling everybody in
the little town. The stationmaster told the ganger of the four navvies who went by
on their trolley down the line to work. At the end of their four mile length they told
the ration-carrier of Eubindal station, who happened to call in at their camp for a
drink of tea. He hurried off to the head station with the news, and on his way told
three teamsters, an inspector of selections, and a black boy belonging to Mylong
station, whom he happened to meet on the road. Each of them told everybody that
they met, pulling up and standing in their stirrups to discuss the matter in all its
bearings, in the leisurely style of the bush …

The Shearer's Colt (1936) does not rate as high but it has most interesting origins. I do
not know if it has ever been remarked on that Paterson had published some twenty years
before (in thecollection Three Elephant Power) a brilliant parody of a Nat Gould theme under
the title ‘Done for the Double’ by Knott Gould (author of Flogged for a Furlong, Won by a
Winker, etc. etc.), concerning the rich racehorse-owning merchant Algernon de Montgomery
Smythers; Blinky Bill, a horse-dealer, and the champion racehorse, Sausage II.33 Paterson loved
the turf as recreation and because of his passion for thoroughbred horses obviously detested the
romanticized and exaggerated string of novelettes turned out by Gould like sausages from a
machine. So, with leisure to hand and ‘know-how’ in abundance, he settled down in his tranquil
years to write as a pleasant exercise a much more authentic novel of the racecourse—and that
purely and simply is what The Shearer's Colt is. Red Fred, an Australian mine and station
owner, hires Fitzroy, an English immigrant and ex-policeman, as his aide, buys a team of
racehorses one of which, Sensation, turns out to be just that, scoops the pool in Australian
classic races and takes the colt to England. Here (and Paterson indulging his fancy was, as
it turned out, years ahead of his time, for what he foretold has now happened in most of the
major horse-racing countries of the world) a rich International Stakes has been staged, and after
the usual vicissitudes, including gambling and dope gangs, Sensation wins the championship.
There are appropriate romantic interests both for Red Fred and Fitzroy. The scenes on the
racecourses both in Australia and England and the descriptions of the racing are brilliantly done;
Paterson had proved his point that a good novel could be written against this background (good
by comparison with the Nat Gould output). Nothing more could be expected of it, although
Paterson with his dry sense of humour would probably have relished the rather desperate efforts
of some of his admirers nowadays to bury the fact that it was ever written!
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But it is undoubtedly in his shorter sketches and stories that Paterson reached the heights
of his prose. And they were considerable heights, because Paterson was superb as a journalist:
gifted with sharp observation (the bushman's eye for detail), the capacity, always with his sense
of humour lurking round the corner, to size another person up and commit his impression into
enduring terms—allied with an unassuming, spare, nonetheless elegant writing style in marked
contrast to the flamboyancy that disfigures so much journalistic writing generally. In this lies
the delight of his vignettes in Happy Dispatches, describing the famous men he met, such as
Allenby: ‘Daylight revealed him as a sinewy well-set-up man, at least six feet high, and broad
andstrong as a London policeman. In facial contour he bore a distinct resemblance to Kitchener,
but he smiled often and his expression was free from the secret sorrow that always seemed to
harry Kitchener's soul’.

A number of his sketches and short stories were collected as Three Elephant Power. These
include ‘The Oracle’, ‘The Cast-Iron Canvasser’, ‘The Downfall of Mulligan's’, that classic
of bush confidence-trick/horse-switch anecdotes, ‘White-When-He's-Wanted’, and the equally
brilliant short sketches, ‘The Sheep’, ‘The Bullock’, ‘The Dog’, ‘The Cat’. But there were others
as readable appearing through the years in the columns of the Bulletin and elsewhere—including
‘Hughey's Dog’, ‘The History of a Jackaroo’ and various pieces on the Northern Territory, where

… the inhabitants sit about the shady verandahs and drink and talk … They start
drinking square gin immediately after breakfast, and keep it up at intervals till
midnight. They don't do anything else to speak of, yet they have a curious delusion
that they are a very energetic and reckless set of people. But it's all talk and
blasphemy. There is an Act compelling a publican to refuse drink to an habitual
inebriate. This is locally known as the ‘Dog Act’ and to be brought under the Dog
Act is a glorious distinction, a sort of V.C. of Northern Territory life.34

Of those who have written on Paterson only Brian Elliott has most effectively made the
point about the wider aspects of Paterson's talents shown in his prose, and that here ‘out of
his singing robes … he appears in strength’, most himself, as it were, and ‘best of all in short
passages of digressive reflection’. This combined with his humour makes him, as Elliott describes
him, ‘tantalizingly Australian’, because no matter how or what he writes, his style is always
Australian, made up of a sort of indolent cynicism and above all of his intimate knowledge of
his country and his people and of the moods of which they are blended. This ‘happy intimacy
with all sorts of queer people’ as Elliott notes too, gives him an unrivalled capacity to translate
Australian dialogue to the printed word. Indeed, I think this is the strongest, and as in the
case of Steele Rudd, likely to be the most enduring quality of Paterson's prose—not so much
the ‘queer’ characters (although I see what Elliott is driving at) but the outback characters, the
mateship, the bush talk:

Billy paused in his narrative. He knew that some suggestions would be made, by
way of compromise, to tone down the awful strength ofthe yarn, and he prepared
himself accordingly. His motto was ‘No surrender’ …
‘That was a wonderful bit of ridin' you done, Billy,’ said one of the men at last,
admiringly. ‘It's a wonder you wasn't killed. I suppose your clothes was pretty well
tore off your back with the scrub?’
‘Never touched a twig,’ said Billy.
‘Ah!’ faltered the inquirer, ‘then no doubt you had a real ringin' good stock-horse
that could take you through a scrub like that full-split in the dark, and not hit you
against anything.’
‘No, he wasn't a good ’un,' said Billy decisively, ‘he was the worst horse in the camp.
Terrible awkward in the scrub he was, always fallin' down on his knees; and his neck
was so short you could sit far back on him and pull his ears.’
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Here that interrogator retired hurt; he gave Billy best. After a pause another took
up the running.
‘How did your mate get on, Billy? I s'pose he was trampled to a mummy!’
‘No,’ said Billy, ‘he wasn't hurt a bit. I told you he was sleepin' under the shelter of
a log. Well, when those cattle rushed they swept over that log a thousand strong;
and every beast of that herd took the log in his stride and just missed landing on
Barcoo Jimmy by about four inches.’
The men waited awhile and smoked, to let this statement soak well into their systems;
at last one rallied and had a final try.
‘It's a wonder then, Billy,’ he said, ‘that your mate didn't come after you and give
you a hand to steady the cattle.’
‘Well, perhaps it was,’ said Billy, ‘only that there was a bigger wonder than that at
the back of it.’
‘What was that?’
‘My mate never woke up all through it.’
Then the men knocked the ashes out of their pipes and went to bed.35

Notes and References [Note: 1. H. M. Green, A History of Australian Literature (Angus & Robertson,
Sydney, 1961), p. 364.] [Note: 2. I have found Florence Earle Hooper's biographical notes (see the Bibliography)
invaluable in writing this section.] [Note: 3. The quotation here and similar autobiographical remarks later
are from the five articles, ‘Banjo Paterson Tells His Own Story’, Sydney Morning Herald, 4 February—4 March
1939.] [Note: 4. ‘My Various Schools; More Reminiscences’, Sydneian, May and August 1890.] [Note: 5. Mr
Magoffin's views are set out in an unpublished MS. which he has allowed me to read.] [Note: 6. This and later
quotations from Norman Lindsay are from an A.B.C. documentary on Paterson compiled by Peter Macgregor; cf.
also Lindsay's Bohemians of the Bulletin (Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1965).] [Note: 7. This quotation and
the ones that immediately follow are from Happy Dispatches (Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1934).] [Note: 8.
‘A Day Under Fire’ (subtitled ‘A Battlefield Sketch by our special war correspondent, A. B. Paterson’), Sydney
Morning Herald, 11 August 1900.] [Note: 9. The remark about the New Hebrides project and those above about
Morrison, Marie Lloyd, May and Kipling are in Happy Dispatches; the comments on Morrison and Kipling are
reprinted in C. Semmler (ed.), The World of ‘Banjo' Paterson (Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1967), referred to
below as W.B.P.] [Note: 10. Lady Dudley was the wife of the Earl of Dudley, Governor-General of Australia
1908-11.] [Note: 11. Quoted from the A.B.C. documentary cited in note 6.] [Note: 12. Russel Ward, ‘The
Social Fabric’, in A. L. McLeod (ed.), The Pattern of Australian Culture (Oxford University Press, Melbourne,
1963), p. 40.] [Note: 13. ‘The Cycloon, Paddy Cahill and the G.R.’, Bulletin, 31 December 1898, reprinted in
W.B.P., pp. 77-81.] [Note: 14. The term is used by A. J. Coombes in his study of Paterson in Some Australian
Poets (Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1938), p. 85.] [Note: 15. C. E. W. Bean, The Dreadnought of the Darling
(Alston Rivers, London, 1911), p. 317.] [Note: 16. ‘The Bullock’, in Three Elephant Power and Other Stories
(Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1917), repr. in W.B.P., pp. 47-51.] [Note: 17. These articles are to be found in
The Story of South Africa, vol. ii (World Publishing Co., Sydney, [1901]), pp. 417-42.] [Note: 18. A. W. Jose,
The Romantic Nineties (Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1933), pp. 32-3.] [Note: 19. Vance Palmer, The Legend
of the Nineties (Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1954), pp. 109-17.] [Note: 20. John Manifold, Who
Wrote the Ballads? (Australasian Book Society, Sydney, 1964), p. 135.] [Note: 21. Vance Palmer, op. cit.,
p. 112.] [Note: 22. Brian Elliott, Singing to the Cattle (Georgian House, Melbourne, 1947), pp. 142-54, repr.
from Australian Quarterly XIII, 2 (1941) 43-50.] [Note: 23. ‘The Man from Snowy River’, Collected Verse
(Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1966 edn), p. 3. Hereafter abbreviated C.V.] [Note: 24. ‘The Wind's Message’,
C.V., p. 72.] [Note: 25. ‘Daylight is Dying’, C.V., p. 96.] [Note: 26. ‘Black Swans’, C.V., p. 59.] [Note:
27. ‘The Plains’, in The Animals Noah Forgot (Endeavour Press, Sydney, 1933).] [Note: 28. John Manifold,
op. cit., p. 114.] [Note: 29. H. M. Green, op. cit., p. 363.] [Note: 30. Brian Elliott, op. cit., p. 146.]
[Note: 31. Russel Ward, ‘The Man From Snowy River’, Hemisphere I, 10 (1957) 27.] [Note: 32. As Gavin

27



1 CLEMENT SEMMLER: A. B. PATERSON

Long pointed out (Meanjin Quarterly XXIII [1964] 403-13), much of Paterson's verse remains uncollected; the
volume titled Collected Verse (1921 and frequent reprints) merely reprints most, but not all, of the contents of
the 1895, 1902 and 1917 volumes.] [Note: 33. Nat Gould, a sort of Marie Corelli of the racecourse, was a
phenomenon of Australian fiction. Born in England in 1857, he came to Australia in 1884, where he worked for
eleven years as a journalist, mainly in Sydney with the Sunday Times, Referee, Evening News, etc. It is most
probable that Paterson met him during this period. About this time Gould began writing his racing novels—A
Chestnut Champion, Jockey Jack, The Rajah's Racer, The Roar of the Ring, etc.—and eventually wrote 125 (all
published in London) and over 200 short stories! They sold millions of copies and earned him a fortune. Much of
his material (Bred in the Bush, The Miner's Cup: A Coolgardie Romance, etc.) was drawn from the Australian
racing scene. He died in 1919.] [Note: 34. Quoted from ‘The Cycloon, Paddy Cahill and the G.R.’ (see note
13).] [Note: 35. ‘His Masterpiece’, Bulletin, 22 April 1891, repr. in W.B.P., pp. 43-6.]
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