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Once a jolly swagman camped by a billabong

Under the shade of a coolibah tree

And he sang as he watched and waited till his billy boiled

Who’ll come a waltzing Matilda with me?
Waltzing Matilda, Waltzing Matilda

Who’ll come a Waltzing Matilda with me

And he sang as he sat and waited till his billy boiled

Who’ll come a Waltzing Matilda with me

Down came a jumbuck to drink from the waterhole

Up jumped the swagman and shouted in glee

And he sang as he stuffed that jumbuck in his tucker bag

You’ll come a waltzing Matilda with me.

We all know how this story ends. Even out here in the long paddock the arm of the law is long. It reaches out to collar our swaggie, who, possibly thinking of the prison muck he may be about to be forced to swallow for the term of his natural life, jumps into the waterhole and drowns.

Right there you have the themes of this talk: lives lived by the river and sustained by the river, legitimately and otherwise, as reflected in popular songs. Popular songs like other cultural artifacts often incorporate aspects of daily life in their lyric. Having been brought up singing Old Man River, Old Father Thames, Moon River, and several other songs, and received quite strong impressions of river life in the United States and England, I wondered what I would learn of river life in Australia from popular songs here.
It was with some zest I started on my quest. I don’t know what I was hoping for. Perhaps an Australian equivalent to Jamabalaya, Hank Williams immortal paean to food and good times by waterways? Did anyone sing anything perhaps something like this?
Oh, a slice of pizza, hot meat pie and roll de Chiko

‘Cause tonight we’ll have a barbie down the creek-o

We’ll drink Bundy, crack a slab and get blotto

Smoke some dope, climb up the slope and be sicko

Early results were not promising. I looked through over 500 Australian folk songs, trawled my memory and that of my poor put upon friends for popular songs of our or any other era, and Googled till I was a serious candidate for carpel tunnel syndrome and came up with barely enough to make a meal of. It looked like Australian songs about food and rivers had drowned along with the swaggie.
I grant you my criteria were quite strict; the songs had to be Australian, they had to have food and/or drink being consumed on or near an inland waterway – river, creek, billabong, dam. 
When I mentioned my despair at a dinner of fellow Symposiasts, John Fitzpatrick suggested that Australia was not a land noted for its river life in the same way as say the US celebrates the Mississippi or Britains do the Thames. But that doesn’t seem right. In this era of global warming and long lasting drought in Australia, we are only too aware of our great river system the Murray-Darling, and I certainly found plenty of songs with references to rivers. It’s the combination of food and rivers that’s lacking.

But  that can’t be because we have no history of eating from and by our rivers. There are 280 species of freshwater fish in Australia, more than 100 species of freshwater crayfish, of which seven are regularly caught and eaten, 12 species of freshwater prawns, three species of freshwater turtle in the Murray-Darling basin alone, 85 water birds species that breed in Australia with another 40 that winter here. Also, over 2/3 of the world’s marsupial species are shared between us and Papua New Guinea and they’ve all been known to get thirsty from time to time. 
Still, being a hardy Symposiast, I persevered, and have put together this modest survey, but one I think that will both enlighten and amuse. 
On the wallaby 
Maybe it’s in the nature of folk songs, maybe in the collectors and recorders of them, but the bush ballads and other folk songs that we have from the first hundred odd years of the Australian are disproportionately about shearers, drovers and swaggies ‘on the Wallaby’, ie. travelling for seasonal work on the stations and sheds up and down the Eastern States in the main. Very few of them have anything to say about town life, except when they make mention of workers coming into towns to spend their wages on liquor and romancing. 
There are a handful of these bush ballads that tell us about eating from and by waterways. The song Four Little Johnny Cakes is representative. 
Hurrah for the Lachlan, boys, and join me in a cheer

That’s the place to go to make a cheque every year

With a toadskin in my pocket that I borrowed from a friend

Oh, isn’t it nice and cosy to be camping in the bend

Ch:

With my four little Johnny cakes all nicely cooked

A nice little codfish just off the hook

My little round flour bag sitting on a stump

My little tea and sugar bag looking nice and plump

I have a loaf of bread and some murphies that I shook

Perhaps a loaf of brownie that I snavelled off the cook

A nice leg of mutton, just a bit cut off the end

Oh isn’t it nice and jolly to be whaling in the bend

I have a little book and some papers for to read

Plenty of matches and a good supply of weed

I envy not the squatter as at my fire I sit

With paper in my hand and my old clay a-lit

And when the shearing time comes round, I’m in my glory then

I saddle up my moke and then secure a pen

I canter through the valley and gallop o’er the plain

I shoot a turkey, or stick a pig and off to camp again.

Here we get a good picture on the staples of life on the Wallaby. The flour, tea, and sugar were part of the rations for the workers, the ‘Ten Ten Two and a Quarter’ noted by Michael Symons in his One Continuous Picnic, 10 lb flour, 10 lb meat, 2 lb sugar, ¼ lb tea, and salt .
 Johnny Cakes are made from a mix of flour, salt and water, though the descriptions of what the product should be varies in cookbooks of the time from a kind of damper that is cooked on a griddle to fried scones. 
 Henrietta McGowan claimed their proper name as ‘journey cake’ which makes sense as food eaten while travelling. 
Codfish are the most commonly mentioned eating fish in the bush ballads. The Australian freshwater cod genus, Maccullochella is represented by three species: Murray cod, M. peelii peelii, eastern freshwater cod (also known as Clarence River cod or east coast cod), M. ikei, and trout cod, M.macquariensis.

And then there are the items that have been shook and snavelled – the loaf of bread, the loaf or brownie, and the murphies. I take it that shook here has the meaning of the result of a shakedown, that is a threat to someone to handover something or face the, usually physical, consequences. I also take it that snavelled, is the same as snaffled and means stolen. It’s not clear whether it was the cook who was shook and also snavvled, but we will see later that exacting revenge on a station cook was part of the nature of things in the droving/shearing life. 

It looks like two broad types of bread were being baked on the stations and in settlers homes; a white loaf and a brown one. Just what either loaf consisted off here is unclear, and depending on when the song was written, the ingredients are likely to have been different. Symons in discussing the 1839 Notes and Sketches of NSW by Louisa Anne Meredith, says that at that time in the bush ‘brewer’s yeast could not be procured, and people were too idle or ignorant to manufacture a substitute’ and so damper - the unleavened mix of flour, salt and water – was the only bread used.
 But I would have expected the songs writer to call damper damper as it is in other songs, so perhaps this song is from a later time than 1939. It’s also interesting that the song mentions a brown loaf as well as a white at a time when there remained ‘such a desire for it (flour) to be white’ that Meredith, says Symons, ‘did not remember the one instance of the flour being unsifted, which would have provided more, healthier, but brown bread’.

The murphies, potatoes, are the only vegetable, European or indigenous, that gets a look in in any of bush ballads I surveyed. This is unexpected. The First Fleet, arriving in 1788 under Captain (later Governor) Phillip, brought with them peas, beans, potatoes, turnips, bananas, oranges, lemons, tamarinds, guava-seed, sugar cane, vines, quinces, apples, pears, and strawberries, and by 1790 many of these vegetable and fruit crops were established on the small farms in the early colony.
 The station farm in the bush may not have been as profuse, of course. But equally, it may have been that potatoes were a common part of the meal being starchy and firm enough not to come to grief when going Waltzing Matilda.

The nice leg of mutton, just a bit off the end, I suspect in this context has also been shook or snavvled. Indeed, as we have seen, seen here and will see again, opportunistic meat-eating seems to have been common and entered the folklore; the jumbuck in Waltzing Matilda is of course a sheep which is about to be snavvled. 
Pigs arrived with the First Fleet, as did sheep, goats, turkeys, geese, ducks, chickens, pigeons and cattle.
 The turkey in the song, however, being the victim of a shooting, I think was more likely a native brush turkey than a domesticated one.
Opportunistic carnivoring is also a feature of The Murrumbidgee Shearer:
I went up to a squatter and asked him for a feed

But the knowledge of my hunger was swallowed by his greed

He said I was a loafer and for work had no desire

And so to do him justice I set his shed on fire

Oh yes, I’ve touched the shepherd’s hut of sugar, tea and flour

And a bit of tender mutton I always could devour

I went up to a station and there I got a job

Plunged in the store and hooked it with a very tidy lob

I’ve been hunted like a panther into my mountain lair

Anxiety and misery my grim companions there

I’ve planted in the scrub my boys and fed on kangaroo

And wound up my avocations by ten years on Cockatoo

Here the revenge being taken is not on the station cook but the squatter and the mutton is clearly not part of the expected rations. 
The Murrumbidge Shearer could also apparently expect to pot a roo or two. But that’s nothing compared to what the lucky shearer who ends up at Roma Downs can expect to hunt.  
Roma’s Queen of the Western towns

And hard by it is Roma Downs

A station fit for any King

And loud the boys its praises sing

With game it is abounding (repeated three times)

Perhaps you’d like to shoot

A winding stream they call Blythe Creek

Provides fresh water for the sheep

With hook and line and bully frog

There you might catch a big cod

Shoals of fish are swimming

Try and catch a few

On the plains sometimes are dingoes found

By the boundary-men as they make their round

The boss swears they kill the sheep

And to have their lives he’d lost his sleep

Poison for the dingoes

Strychnines just the thing

The Horseshoe Bend’s well known to fame

For big pot-shots at feathered game

At no other spot on all the run

Can there be had such whips of fun

Big pot-shots for ever

Whips of fun for me
 
The ‘feathered game’ mentioned here was likely to have been a mix of native waterbirds and imported birds that had flown the coop.

The native wonga pigeon features as a game bird in Salt Junk, a song in which in addition to the usual suspects of the itinerants menu, we get interesting insights on the table of the squatters and Government administrators.

I am a roving jackaroo and often take pot luck

From Maranoa to Paroo of wonga, turkey, duck

The squatter’s pretty daughters vie to serve me with the best

I pass the daintiest willing by and choose salt junk for zest

Chorus

Salt junk is my delight, it is my favourite

The wealth of dear Australia boys – the common wealth of Australia boys – 

Whatever may betide by this I will abide – 

Of all the meats which grace the hall, salt junk is king of all

I am no glutton, no, not I, but this I will avow

I like a savoury mutton pie, it’s jam you must allow

I also like a kidney stew, roast fowl is my delight

Of oysters I can gorge a few, still junk’s my favourite

Invited by the Governor, Sir Thomas and Sir Sam

Or Tozer, Cowley, Theodore, to cod and Wiltshire ham

To fete the guests they have a knack and that is their vocation

To English, French and German tack, but junk is my collation

When my remittance comes once more I am the favourite

Again the invitations pour to parties every night

The civil service girls I treat the choicest in the land

For jollity they can’t be beat and I am in demand
 
The salt junk of the title was partly dried pork, pickled in brine, but sometimes the same name also applied to either salt pork or salt beef. Wiltshire ham was renowned throughout the UK.

As for the ‘English, French and German tack’, if we go by the recipes noted in the first Australian cookery book, the English and Australian Cookery Book: cookery for the Many as well as the ‘Upper Ten Thousand’, published in 1864 and written by Edward Abbott under the guise of ‘An Australian Aristologist’,  a settler’s table may well have include ‘curry, soy, gazpacho, haggis, pilaw, macaroni, brioche, kebabs, syllabub, mint julep’.
  

By the way, the Cockatoo referred to in The Murrumbidgee Shearer is not the native Australian parrot, but prison, the result of this shearer’s ‘avocations’, although parrot was certainly eaten in the bush and in settler homesteads.

The other staple in bush songs is complaints about the station cooks. It wasn’t bad enough you had to put up with the awful work conditions for rations ‘Handed out on Saturday nights in unreliable measures and supplemented by spirits and a final cheque’, you had to eat the muck that these reknowned sadists dealt out.
 The singer of the Cane Cutter’s Lament is typical of those who have suffered at their hands.
How we suffered grief and pain

On the banks of the Barron cutting cane

We sweated blood, we were black as sin

For the ganger he put the spur right in

The greasy cook with his sore-eyed look

And the matter all stuck to his lashes

He damned our souls with his half-baked rolls

And he’d poison snakes with his hashes

The first six weeks so help me Christ

We lived on cheese and half-boiled rice

Mouldy bread and cats-meat stew

And corn beef that the flies had blew

The cane was bad, the cutters were mad

The cook had shit on the liver

And I’ll never cut cane for that bastard again

On the banks of the Barron River

So now I’m leaving that lousy place

I’ll cut no more for that bugger

He can stand in the mud that’s red as blood

And cut his own bloody sugar

The sedentary life
The theme of this Symposium is that of living well and sustainably. It seems to me that what we have in these songs is a glimpse of a time when both of these were achievable along our rivers, if not always legitimately.

We have a rich history of transporting goods and people up and down our rivers, but the only song I’ve found about this activity is the Gumcutters, but its focus is on the log cutters and their pay that’s coming upriver on the riverboat Eliza Jane and not about any foodstuff that might also be coming.

We have the 8th wonder of the modern agricultural world – the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area (MIA). Opened in July 1912, the MIA is based on collecting water in two dams in the Snowy Mountains and diverting this into the Murrumbidgee river and then through a series of channels and ponds into the Riverina area in New South Wales. Large Area farmers grow one of, or a combination of rice, corn, wheat and vegetables, prime lamb, wool and beef cattle. Horticulturists grow one or a combination of permanent crops that may include winegrapes, oranges, lemons, peaches, apricots, grapefruit, cherries, prunes and plums. The area is a major producer of corn, potatoes, tomatoes, and carrots.
 And yet I could find few songs about the MIA. 

Here’s one that was collected in the MIA and which I am therefore happy to ascribe to the MIA.

I've been a few miles I've crossed a few stiles
I've been round the world there and back
But one place I struck between here and hard luck
They stung me for five and a zack

The timekeeper there with his sanctified air
Is Salvation Army lance-jack
On his cornet he'll bleat when they play in the street
But he stung me for five and a zack

The job's at an end I'm camped in the bend
I hate the whole duck-shoving pack
It's not that I'm broke or in need of a smoke
But they stung me for five and a zack

May that time-keeper stand in an Aunt Sally band
And blow till his eyeballs turn black
May each note in his cornet turn into a hornet
And sting him for five and a zack

When my time comes I'll go to that hot place below
And never intend to come back
On my tombstone you'll find these words underlined
They stung me for five and a zack.

The other song I’ve found a reference to is Down in the Riverina written in the 70’s, but to date I have not been able to trace the lyrics. 
Now we come to the song that set me thinking about this paper in the first place. It’s a song about living on the islands in the Hunter River during the Depression in Newcastle, and this Symposium is therefore the perfect setting in which to hear and discuss it.  The words are by poet Dorothy Hewitt. Hewett was a member of the Communist Party of Australia from 1946 – 1968 and the song was written during this time. As far as I can tell, Hewett herself never lived in Newcastle. I think this is one of the finest of the wave of ‘folk’ songs written during the 1960’s in Australia, not just for its strong capital ‘P’ politics but for its powerful rendering of the politics of food.

On an island in a river 
How that bitter river ran 
I grew on scraps of charity 
In the best way that you can 
On an island in a river 
Where I grew to be a man.

And just across the river 
Stood the mighty B.H.P., 
Poured pollution on the waters, 
Poured the lead of misery 
And its smoke was black as Hades 
Rolling hungry to the sea.

Chorus
For dole bread is bitter bread
Bitter bread and sour
There's grief in the taste of it
There's weevils in the flour
There's weevils in the flour

In those humpies by the river 
Where we lived on dole and stew, 
While just across the river 
Those greedy smokestacks grew, 
And the hunger of the many 
Filled the bellies of the few.

On an island in a river 
How that bitter river ran 
It broke the banks of charity 
And baked the bread of man 
On an island in a river 
Where I grew to be a man.

Last chorus: 
For dole bread is bitter bread 
There's weevils in the flour 
But men grow strong as iron upon 
Black bread and sour, 
Black bread and sour.

Then there’s The Snowy Mountains Hydro-electric Scheme, one of the most complex integrated water and hydro-electric power schemes in the world. Begun in 1949 and completed in 1974, it diverts water into the Murray and Murrumbidgee rivers that underwrites over $3 billion in agricultural produce.
 I’ve found songs about the Scheme. There’s The Snowy Mountains Song, a sort of German beer-hall polka meets Woody Guthrie number about the ‘men among men’ who built it and how it’s better than anything built by ‘Uncle Sam’.
  

Wine and women and the odd fish or two

By the time we get to the lads of The Fisherman’s Ball, who I suspect are townies and not labourers,  we start to see the decline in the place of rivers as a regular source of food, and the rise of the river as a place recreation, frequently alcoholic and flirtatious. 
When the boys go down the river to try and catch some fish

They take a piece of liver and a big enameled dish

They all bring out some whisky to have a little drink

It makes the boys feel frisky, and the girls begin to think:

‘If the way be long and dreary the boys they will be dry

And there’s not enough of beer here to drown a blooming fly’.

When they reach the Mitchell River the boys are feeling well

The banks make the old car quiver, and the girls begin to yell

‘Just a wee drop of whisky to have a little drink

And plenty of water to help to make it sink

The big fish are waiting, the wee ones are small

If you want to have a jolly good time, go out with Ernie Ball’.

Mick Max says ‘Now my dearies, you must not yell out so

If only I had some beer here then I’d make a go’.

They sight a Cooktown porker, but would rather have a bream

Rossie said: ‘I’ll get some water’, and he also got a swim

Rossie tumbled in the river, and the girls they yelled with glee

Benny cried out ‘Bring the liver, I’ll catch Rossie for our tea!’

Then up cam Sunny Wilson whom we did not know was near

He said ‘We’ll have a drink boys’, and we gave a hearty cheer

‘Just a wee drop of whisky to have a little drink

And plenty of water to help to make it sink

The big fish are waiting, the wee ones are small

If you want to have a jolly good time, attend the Fisherman’s Ball.

The song is undated, but over a cup of coffee this morning my fellow Symposiasts and I decided it’s probably set in the 50s, the era of the FJ Holden in Australia, and the ‘chevvy to the levy’ of American Pie. 

This is the earliest song I came across that puts food, alcohol and the river together. I have yet to find a drover/ swaggie song that does this; most of the alcohol fuelled bush songs talk about visits from the bushies to town pubs to spend their pay.
This strand in river and food songs continues to the present days. Here’s one from John Williamson. 
Just layin' with my lady on a houseboat in the sun
Can't hear the city hummin', and I'm feelin' good
With a belly full of oysters and some white wine on the ice,
I've got that laid back lovin' feeling - it's really nice 
What I call Hawkesbury River lovin', good Aussie wine
Workin' hard at bein' lazy, no bait on the line
My kind of paradise, a river honeymoon
Just layin' with my lady on a houseboat in the sun 
Well I know I should be out there. . .searchin' for a job. . .
I could try a pick 'n shovel. . .but what the hell. . .
Why can't I be born again and come back as a swan. . .
Head up north for the winter. . .and back again. . .to find some 
Hawkesbury River Lovin', good Aussie wine
Workin' hard at bein' lazy, no bait on the line
My kind of paradise, a river honeymoon
Just layin' with my lady on a houseboat in the sun 
And I know you don't mind how many times I say 'I love you',
As long as you can stay around for more 
What I call Hawkesbury River Lovin', good Aussie wine
Workin' hard at bein' lazy, no bait on the line
My kind of paradise, a river honeymoon
Just layin' with my lady on a houseboat in the sun 
Layin' with my lady on a houseboat in the sun.


I find this song interesting in that the singer makes absolutely no pretence that he’s on the river for any fishing – ‘no bait on the line’ – and whereas for the itinerant worker the billabongs and river banks were an integral part of their working life, the place they made their bed, for this singer the river is quite the opposite, a place to avoid searching for a job and instead to be ‘Workin’ hard at bein’ lazy’.

My personal favourite of this genre though, because it takes the piss out of it, is this one from Aussie Bob.

I've caught in some trout
I can't get out
'Cause I love fishing with you, baby

Why can't you see
I caught barramundi
We can't eat it without some batter

We can't go out together
Without a fishing rod
And we can't get our dinner
Without a fishing rod

So, if an old mate who may
Drops in to say "G'day!"
He has fishing written in his blood

Here I go again
Going with my friends
Need to get some bait because
I'm fishing

We can't go out together
Without a fishing rod
And we can't get our dinner
Without a fishing rod

He loves his fish bloody raw
He is hooked on fishing as the fish is hooked on this line
He said don't let the fish fry

Well mate, you know
Fish tastes so good
Mmm, yum, yum

But more recently a different perspective on our rivers has entered Australia popular song in response to the awareness of the damage done to them by past and current agricultural, pastoral, textile crop and industrial practices. Our relationship to our rivers becomes fraught with the weight of the competing demands we make on them. The theme of this 16th Symposium puts it boldly -   Cry the Beloved River—a loaf of bread, a glass of wine, a piece of coal—living well and in a sustainable manner in the 21st Century.
It is sobering to see that as early as the turn of the 20th century, settlers are noting changes in riverlife. George Wyndhams’ great-grand-daughter Charlotte May Wright recalled, “lagoons on the Hunter River were full of black duck and teal, and bronzewing and wonga pigeons could always be found in the scrubs…” Writing her memoirs in the early twentieth century she lamented, “Now there seem to be no lagoons and very few ducks.” 
 

Here’s John Williamson again. 
I'm just a river crying out
You don't love me anymore
You float your boats and bottles
And spew out on my shore 
You don't love me anymore 
Just a river crying out
You don't drink me anymore
Splash about and swim me
Like you did before 
You don't love me anymore 
I've given all I can
My love has been a flood
Flowing through the country
Am I not your blood
Just waiting for the rain
To wash the poison in my veins 
No, you don't love me anymore
You don't love me anymore. 

In Paul Kelly’s Everything’s Turning To White,  the pleasures celebrated in the earlier songs has turned evil, it’s as if the ‘poison in my veins’  that Williamson sings about poisons and pollutes those who come to the river, not physically but morally.
Late on a Friday my husband went up to the mountains with three friends

They took provisions and bottles of bourbon to last them all through the weekend

One hundred miles they drove just to fish in a stream

And there's so much water so close to home

When they arrived it was cold and dark; they set up their camp quickly

Warmed up with whisky they walked to the river where the water flowed past darkly

In the moonlight they saw the body of a young girl floating face down
And there's so much water so close to home

When he holds me now I'm pretending

I feel like I'm frozen inside

And behind my eyes, my daily disguise

Everything's turning to white

It was too hard to tell how long she'd been dead, the river was that close to freezing

But one thing for sure, the girl hadn't died very well to judge from the bruising

They stood there above her all thinking the same thoughts at the same time

There's so much water so close to home

They carried her downstream from their fishing; between two rocks they gently wedged her

After all they'd come so far, it was late

And the girl would keep; she was going nowhere

They stayed up there fishing for two days

They reported it on Sunday when they came back down

There's so much water so close to home

When he holds me now I'm pretending

I feel like I'm frozen inside

And behind my eyes, my daily disguise

Everything's turning to white

The newspapers said that the girl had been strangled to death and also molested

On the day of the funeral the radio reported that a young man had been arrested

I went to the service a stranger; I drove past the lake out of town

There's so much water so close to home

When he holds me now I'm pretending

I feel like I'm frozen inside

And behind my eyes, my daily disguise

Everything's turning to white

Black rivers
If the search for Anglo Australian songs about rivers and food was difficult, it was more so when I turned to look for songs from an Aboriginal perspective. I start with the significant barrier of being woefully unfamiliar with Aboriginal languages and so have not to date been in a position to translate what traditional and recent songs I have that are sung in language. I have also yet to come across any material that has collected traditional songs and translated them. What I have are a very few songs written in recent times in English, but I think they provide useful perspectives on the Aboriginal experience of rivers and food.
Here are two from Ruby Hunter, perhaps the pre-eminent Aboriginal woman contemporary singer. The first is about her premature birth during the flood of 1956.

In ‘56 when the flood come down

No-one could get in, no-one could get round

Born at a billabong, my father’s land

Held up to the moon in my grandfather’s hand

Held up to the moon in my grandfather’s hand

I was born premature and they kept me warm

Looked at the fire, white ashes on the ground

Warm baby and warm ashes, being rubbed down

Like a little rabbit being cooked in the ground

Like a little rabbit being cooked in the ground

Close to the river built a WC

Cannot use water wash the newborn down

Dry ashes from the fire as baby powder round

Held up to the moon in my grandfather’s hand

Held up to the moon in my grandfather’s hand.

The second is altogether less benign.
Coolamon baby floating away

Coolamon baby floating away

Daddy waded into the river up to his waist

To bring the baby to the safety of the river bank.

Coolamon baby floating away

Coolamon cleaning fishing net facing other way

Coolaman baby was taken from dry land.

Coolamon baby floating away

Coolamon baby floating away

Daddy was cleaning fishing net facing other way

The river water tide come in took baby from dry land.

Hunter is a woman of the Ngarrindjeri nation whose lands extend along the Lower Murray River in South Australia. The whole of the Murray-Darling system across the three States of New South Wales, Victoria and South Austalia was subject to significant flooding between the 1st May 1956 and the 1st January 1957.
 Both songs give us a very different picture of life beside Australia’s rivers to either that of the bush ballads or of the contemporary popular songs, a more inclusive family life lived be the river across many generations. But what of food and the river.

Hunter’s is the only song I came across that put rabbits and rivers together so it’s appropriate I take the time to talk about this source of food for Australians in both bush and town for 200 years.  Rabbits came with the first fleet, but were initially kept domestically only. It’s generally agreed that it was Thomas Austin of Barwon Park who in 1859 sent 24 rabbits off into the wild to breed as hunting stock. Rabbits then spread across Australia at about 130 km per year, and there were an estimated 10 billion rabbits in Australia by 1926. Myxomatosis was introduced as a disease to kill off rabbits in 1952 and it’s estimated that by 1954 98.9% of rabbits in Australia had been killed. In 1990 the rabbit population was put at about 600 million and in 1996 the Calicivirus was introduced to further control the rabbit population.

What often happens in these songs is that elements of bush life that are romanticized in the work of white songwriters are turned on their head and shown as destructive forces within the lives of Aboriginal people.

In Galurrwuy Yunupingu’s Gurindji Blues, a song about the successful struggle of the Gurindji people against the Vesty’s for control of their land, generally conceded as the birth of the modern fight for land rights, the staple rations of itinerant workers we came across earlier have a more sinister resonance.

Poor bugger blackfella this country
Long time work no wages we

Work for good old Lord Vesty

Little bit flour, sugar and tea

For Gurindji from Lord Vesty

We know now that this practice is ascribed as a cause of Type 2 diabetes in the Aboriginal population.
This inverting of touchstones of bush romance perhaps most starkly used in I think is one of the greatest contemporary Aboriginal songs by Frank Yamma and Neil Murray
One black man, one black man

He went to the river

He been find him lot of money

After that, after that him being go to the shop

Him been buying lotta carton of  Coolibah

Coolibah, Coolibah, his favourite drink he reckon

He been drinking all night long nobody been helping

He reckon it’s top drink

Next morning, next morning

Him been get up and asking

Give e me Coolibah for his pain

I been sick, I been sick

I got nothing

Two pla beer drinking all night long

Coolibah, Coolibah, his favourite drink he reckon

He been drinking all night long nobody been helping

He reckon it’s top drink

All the time, all the time

He all the time drinking

After that him been get really sick – all the people round this country we get sick

When you gonna, when you gonna stop drinking

Otherwise you’ll start dying

Coolibah, Coolibah, his favourite drink he reckon

He been drinking all night long nobody been helping

He reckon it’s top drink

The imagery in this song is poignant and potent. The coolibah we started with is no longer the romantic shade giver of a lovable rebel, it’s now the name of a cask wine that is a signifier of all that’s bad of white / Indigenous relations in Australia.  The same issue is dealt with by L.J.Hill.
Up here on the slopes and plains

In the town of Narrabri

On the banks of the Namoi River

Neath the shade of The Pretty Bird Tree

Oh my brother Darby died down there 

Neath the willows oh so cool

Now he walks with our ancestors

Underneath the Kamilaroi moon

Namoi Rover

You’re home to me

I’ll sit with you

Neath The Pretty Bird Tree

Early on in life I took to the booze

And drank away my dreams

I watched my life flow sadly by

Like teardrops down the drain

So I headed for the river

And became a water rat

I’d worn out all my welcomes

No place to hang my hat

Oh there was Cranky Franky and Jacky Brown

Bloody Man Joe Cragie and me

Then we’d lay next day like poisoned dogs

All around The Pretty Bird Tree

When the howling wind does wail

On the Namoi late at night

You can hear the old ones singing

As they dance in the pale moonlight

Oh there were many more names

I can’t recall but their faces I still see

Old Whisper Smith’s kind face appears

As I dream of The Pretty Bird Tree

To close, a song which for its sheer joy is hard to beat. The song grew out of work by the Sydney based hip hop artist Morganics with young people from mostly Aboriginal communities, who says of the idea behind the project ‘I originally put it together so that these young people could not only hear themselves, but also hear other communities around Australia’. It’s a song that took its writer singers to star in the Homebake music festival in Sydney that year, and has recently been mixed in a sort of dialogue song by M.I.A., a Tamil hip hop artist living in the UK, herself the child of civil war. This song is in its own way about surviving adversity, though it makes no overt statement about this.  It’s by the Wilcannia Mob and it’s called Down River.

Chorus

When it's hot we go down river and swim
When we go fishing we 're catching a brim
When the rivers high we jump off the bridge
And then we go home and play some didge
They call me Wally, this where I’m at

I wear my NRL baseball cap

Parramatta my team if you know what I mean

To be the captain, that’s my dream

My names if Keef from McKenzie St

I walk on stilts to beat the beat

When the crew’s here I shake a leg

This is my rhyming, that’s what I said

Brendan is my name I like to go rapping

This is the words that come from Wally

Jump of the bridge and fly the beach

When I catch a fish we put it I the fridge

My name is Waddy and I can’t keep still

From Wilcannia to Brogo to Broken Hill

I’ve been moved around from town to town

And this is how I get down

When it's hot we go down river and swim
When we go fishing we 're catching a bream
When the rivers high we jump off the bridge
And then we go home and play some didge

� A. B. (Banjo) Paterson, Waltzing Matilda. Paterson is generally now acknowledged as having written to words in 1895 whilst staying with the Macpherson family on the property, Dagworth Station, approximately 100 kilometres north-west of the town of Winton in Queensland. Christina McPherson acknowledged in 1970 that it was she who set the words to the tune of an existing folk song. I make no comment on the fact that Australia’s unofficial national anthem was created on a property called Dagworth! For those not up on Australian slang, to go Waltzing Matilda meant at that time  to go travelling on foot around the country living off the land and casual work.
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