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No one has been more surprised than the band that over the decades, they have become best-sell-
ing authors. It was not part of some ‘grand plan’, but a very happy coincidence.
In 1977, the band returned from its second extended tour of Europe.  Like the first, it was a ‘critical’ 
success which - also as previously, was not matched by earnings. London was an expensive place 
to live and folk clubs in the UK paid artists on door-takings basis.  The problem was that most clubs 
operated in small pubs and the door charge was 40-50 pence.  This, at the time when a pint was a 
pound.  
So, broke again, they were bailed out by another good Samaritan.  This time, the publican of the 
Dan O’Connell hotel lent them the money for return fares provided they resumed their residency.  
And so the band resumed its association with the venue that had become so important, playing on 
Wednesday and Friday nights.

Folklorist and musician Graeme Smith describes the 
scene –
It’s a Friday night in 1979 in the windowless back lounge 
of the Dan O’Connell Hotel in Carlton, and it pulsates to 
an Irish dance tune fiercely backed with an electric band, 
drum kit and lagerphone. The shearers song that follows 
declares ‘A lot of Lachlan tigers, it’s plain to see we are’, 
and the band is doing a good impression of these pow-
erful animals. The day before, the singers in the folk club 
in the same venue delivered sedate, measured versions 
of songs from a similar repertoire to an audience kept in 
check by a long-suffering MC.
But Friday the venue belongs to the Bushwackers. When 
the sound stops part of the audience still jumping on the 
tables, starts to bawl out a rough rendition of ‘Skippy the 
Bush Kangaroo’. When the band takes over, their combi-
nation of Australian legend and rebel pub rock sweeps 
all before it. and the audience adds a warm national 
identification to the mix of visceral amplification, sweaty 
dancing bodies and beer. (Singing Australia:A history of 
Folk and Country Music, Pluto Press, 2005)
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After one of these gigs, we were approached by Anne O’Donovan, a young fan who was impressed 
by the enthusiasm with which the crowds greeted the traditional songs.  Married to Lloyd O’Neill, 
boss of Viking Press, she explained that she was about to launch her own career as a publisher and 
asked the band if they’d be interested in putting together a songbook as her first publication. They 
were flattered and excited by this new challenge.  

Much of the band’s creative practice already involved researching various folk music archives and 
collections for inspiration and repertoire, so Jan and Dobe set to work selecting songs and spending 
many wonderful hours in the state libraries in Melbourne and Sydney uncovering songs, stories, 
illustrations and photos in their archives. Anne anticipated that there would be a significant market 
in schools, and she was right! 

There had been folk songbooks before but they were 
usually put together by collectors/folklorists who tend-
ed to be more interested in documenting musical ori-
gins and collecting variants than they were in playing/
performing. The band wanted to produce a book with 
accurate music notation (not always done) so people 
could readily play these wonderful songs.  First published 
in 1979, The Bushwackers Australian Songbook won a 
publisher’s design award and was re-printed a number 
of times across four editions and sold over 60,000 cop-
ies – a record for an Australian songbook.  It became a 
staple in every school and public library and, to this day, 
audience members regularly recount their experiences of 
learning to play from the books. 
Based on the success of that first book, Anne commis-
sioned the Bushwackers Second Australian Songbook, 
which was published in 1983.  Jan had departed by then, 
so Dobe took on the research and compilation tasks and 
Roger supplied the music notation.  The second book 
included a number of contemporary originals which had 
become part of the folk canon, as well as another selec-
tion of traditional songs, tunes, poems and yarns
But before the second book was even on the radar, the 
band got swept up in a dance craze.  One of its own mak-
ing. Two more popular books was the result.
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After a third and even more financially ‘challenging’ trip to Europe, there was a pressing need to 
replenish the coffers.
And so the idea was born of creating their own version of the bush dances that had always been a 
feature of the rural social calendar – usually held in local halls and woolsheds.

The dances themselves were usually simplified versions of Scots, English and Irish set (or country) 
dances.  The idea was that everyone, even the most inexperienced, could join in.  Somewhat more 
‘sophisticated’ versions were preserved and presented by a number of folk song and dance enthu-
siasts to relatively small audiences.  Many were unhappy that the band had ‘dumbed-down’ the 
traditional dances, but the people voted with their feet and many thousands who had never partici-
pated in social dancing enjoyed a new and exciting experience.  

In the spirit of the rural events, they began in a com-
munity hall in Ferny Creek in the Melbourne hills, but 
soon outgrew its capacity.  In those days (late 70s), 
Melbourne’s liquor licencing laws were strict and a BYO 
licence could only be obtained by a registered charity. 
Fortunately, Jan’s mum was involved in Amnesty Interna-
tional, so they agreed to apply in return for a donation 
from the door.
Needing a bigger venue, one of the band’s fans suggest-
ed approaching the Royal Melbourne Showgrounds to 
see if they would hire out one of the exhibition halls 
basically unused except during the annual Royal Show.  
Centenary Hall was used during Show week for sheep 
shearing demonstrations, so it seemed most appropri-
ate. They had the ‘brilliant’ idea that, just as those rural 
dances did, there had to be supper provided. One of the 
loyal supporters ran a whole-food café in Carlton and 
agreed to help. You can imagine the panic and scramble 
that took place when 1200 turned up to the first dance! 
But they eventually got the hang of it, and the dances 
became hugely popular once-a-month events attracting 
2,500-odd. The St John Ambulance folks that the band 
had had the foresight to employ were kept busy attend-
ing to the minor consequences of over-ambition and 
exertion. 
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Many of the ‘younger’ fans encountered since, proudly identify themselves as the result of life-long 
partnerships formed there by their parents.
The police eventually had had enough of trying to control traffic and behaviour and took the band 
to court to challenge the legality of the charity-endorsed BYO licences yhey relied on. Appeals fell 
on deaf ears and the band eventually lost – as did the charities, and that was the end of that. 
They took these large affairs to a more licence-friendly Sydney where, eventually outgrowing the 
Sydney Town Hall, they moved to a cavernous warehouse in Birkenhead Point.  A number of mem-
orable and chaotic events took place with up to 3,000 leaping about with abandon.  Organising and 
calling dances was a challenge to say the least. 
This popularity led to another meeting with fans who, as luck would have it, also ran a book 
publishing company. 

The Bushwackers Dance Book published by Greenhouse 
in 1980 quickly became a best-seller.  The release coin-
cided with the release of ‘The Dance Album’ with re-
corded dance calls. It proved an instant hit, particularly 
in primary schools where students were happy to dance 
with one another.  This was slightly less ‘cool’ at second-
ary level!. These days, it’s quite common to see three 
generations of families attending the band’s dances, all 
of them having learned to Heel and Toe at school. The 
‘Dance Album’ also produced the bands only ‘hit’.  The 
Flying Piemen, a medley of Celtic tunes for one of the 
dances, reached No. 14 on Melbourne’s No.1 pop/rock 
radio station 3XY, and appeared on similar charts around 
the country. It also led to an unexpected nomination and 
Golden Guitar win for Instrumental Of The Year at the 
1981 Country Music Awards of Australia held in Tam-
worth, NSW.  As was the case with the first songbook, 
the success of the dances inspired a second book, with 
Down There For Dancing released – with an accompany-
ing recording in 1982.
The dances, with the need to communicate the music to 
very large crowds, hastened a major instrumental change 
– the permanent addition of drums to the live line-up.  
The band had used drums on their recordings since Fair-
port Convention’s master player Dave Mattacks guested 
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on the 1976 album ‘Murrumbidgee’ recorded in London.  However, this was a significant decision 
which it’s fair to say, was not embraced by all.  At the National Folk Festival in Melbourne, the band’ 
new line-up and performance was greeted with sustained booing and jeering by many of the folk 
‘purist’ audience.  The extent of the reaction was evidenced by one disgruntled folk fan attacking 
the band’s sound man with a chair.  The band took it in their stride and wore the Dylan-like recep-
tion as a badge of honour!  The lagerphone’s visual and musical effect was undiminished, but Dobe 
was greatly relieved to not have to play like it was his last gig - every night. 
The decision was fortuitous. 
This was a time when popular music experienced a boom in what is referred to as the ‘pub 
rock’ era. When the popular groups of the day – The Angels, Cold Chisel, Mi-Sex, Australian 
Crawl etc played in large hotels (‘beer barns’) in Sydney and Melbourne especially, and in the 

large auditoriums of licensed clubs in Queensland and 
NSW.  Although we were obviously a different kind of 
musical act, the Bushies energy always got people danc-
ing and drinking and, for a number of years, they shared 
venues and sometimes stages with those iconic acts. And 
so …
In preparing for the 50th celebrations, the band was 
keen to make as many of their recorded and published 
assets available to fans through their online exhibition.  
Particularly as the albums and books had not been pub-
licly available for decades.
Our publishers generously reverted the rights to us but, 
more importantly, Anne O’Donovan suggested that we 
approach Pam Brewster – who designed the first song-
book, as she’d now become a publisher herself with 
Hardie Grant.
Pam was excited by the prospect of making the material 
available again and so was born the idea of the Bush-
wackers Big Australian Songbook.
With Jan’s blessing, Dobe began the enjoyable task of 
revisiting the first books and trawling the state library ar-
chives for new photos and illustrations.  Fortunately, over 
the decades, much of the collections have been digitised 
and are searchable online.  Essential during pandemic 
lockdown!
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The Bushwackers’ repertoire has expanded since those first books to now include a number of pop-
ular original compositions, primarily created by Roger, the band’s principal songwriter.
Compiling this new book provided the opportunity to include a number of these originals alongside 
the traditional ‘classics’ from the first and second books.  They sit easily together.

The band is excited that a new generation of fans and school students will have the chance to con-
nect with this important collection.  Their involvement will ensure that the tradition is kept alive in 
the best way possible – by the songs being played.

1978 - The Bushwackers Australian Songbook (136 Pages)
(Anne O’Donovan - SBN 13: 9780908476077; ISBN 13: 9780170053938; ISBN 
13: 9780908476312)
Songs: Jim Jones at Botany Bay, Moreton Bay, The Wild Colonial Boy, Denis O’Reilly, 
Shores of Botany Bay, Bullocky-O, Five Miles from Gundagai, Maranoa Drovers, Poor 
Ned Kelly, Stringybark Creek, The Woolloomooloo Lair, The New Chum, Waltzing Matil-
da, And the Band Played Waltzing Matilda, Jog Along Till Shearing, The Backblock Shear-
er, The Springtime It Brings on the Shearing, Click Go the Shears, One of the Has-beens, 
Shearing in a Bar, A Thousand Miles Away, The Overlander, Ballad of Ben Hall’s Gang, 
The Streets of Forbes, All for Me Grog, Lazy Harry’s, Flash Jack from Gundagai, Billy of 
Tea, Four Little Johnny-cakes, The Lachlan Tigers, Ugly Dave, The Drover’s Dream, Au-
gathella Station, When the Rain Tumbles Down in July, Another Fall of Rain, The Cockies 
of Bungaree, A Bushman’s Song (Travelling Down The Castlereagh), Tomahawkin’ Fred 
(The Ladies’ Man), Euabalong Ball, The Ryebuck Shearer, South Australia.
	
Poems/Stories/Articles: On the Wallaby, The Unlucky Digger, Holy Dan, The Shearer’s 
Nightmare, Ned Kelly’s Farewell to Glenrowan, The Man from Ironbark, The ‘Matilda 
Waltzers’ Union, The Romance of the Swag, The Swagless Swaggie, Clancy of the Over-
flow, At Dead Dingo, The Shearer’s Dream, Jones’s Selection, Boiling the Billy, Mickety 
Mulga Jim, How McDougal Topped the Score, Bluey Brink, The Heel and Toe Polka



Song & Dance - The Bushies Books

7

1983 - The Bushwackers Second Australian Songbook (136 Pages)
(Anne O’Donovan - ISBN 13: 9780908476121)
Songs: When Britannia Ruled the Waves, Van Diemen’s Land, The Catalpa, The Battle 
of Castle Hill, Bold Jack Donahue, Beneath the Southern Cross, Lime-Juice Tub, ’Ard Tac, 
The Broken-Down Squatter, Old Joe Swallow, The Old Bark Hut, The Banks of the Con-
damine, Wallaby Stew, Now I’m Easy, Eumeralla Shore, Andy’s Gone with Cattle, 
Freedom On The Wallaby, The Ballad of 1891, The Struggle In The West, 
The Diamantina Drover, Battler’s Ballad, Past Carin’, Come And Join The Union, The 
Sandy Hollow Line, Sam Griffith, Gurindji Blues, The Drover’s Boy, Weevils in the Flour, 
Norman Brown, Faces in the Street, Les Darcy, 
Sayonara Nakamura, Fannie Bay, Way Out West.

Poems/Stories/Articles: This Land, A New Britannia, The Women of the West, The Jeri-
lderie Letter, Said Hanrahan, The Dying Stockman, The Spider by the Gwydir, The Man 
from Snowy River, The Wallaby Brigade, It’s Grand, The Union Buries Its Dead, Lawson’s 
Birthday, The Magic Pudding, Unionism In The Bush, Poor Fellow My Country, Where 
the Dead Men Lie.
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The Night Of The Bush Dance

Oh once a year when the decks are all cleared
And the district is done with the harvest
Time for the town to out and get down
Time for some bush dancing madness
They polish their utes, they shine their boots
Gather their family and friends
They spruce up the hall and wax the floor
There’s moleskins and dresses to mend

Chorus
‘Cause they’ll waltz to the tune of the fiddle
While the lagerphone keeps ‘em in time
Round and a-round all the folks of the town
Dancing in circles and lines
While the mandolin rings out the chorus
The accordion whistles and moans
The drums and bass roar and they all pound the floor
It’s the one night that brings them all home
The night of the bush dance – the night of the bush dance

The day comes around, and the blokes of the town 
Dust off the trestles and chairs
Ladies are scrubbed, and egos are rubbed 
“Yes, you look fitter this year”
There’s scones and there’s pies, and black made-up eyes
Cries of “you’re not wearing that!”
And there’s pallets of beer, and there’s fantastic hair 
And great long discussions to have.

Bridge.
When it’s all said and done, and the windows and doors 
are locked tight.
Over and over they’ll say “what a wonderful night!”

Roger Corbett
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1980 - The Bushwackers Dance Book (96 Pages)
(Greenhouse Publishing - ISBN 13: 9780909104252)
Music and instructions for a number of bush dances with selected poems and stories.  
Original illustrations by Barry Olive.
Dances: The Barn Dance, Heel And Toe Polka, The Flying Pieman, Pride of Erin, The 
Drongo, Kangaroo Hop, Strip The Willow, The Stockyards, Ned Kelly’s Farewell To Glen-
rowan, Road To Gundagai, Queensland Backstep, Waltz Country Dance, Waves of Bondi, 
The Madman’s Woodyard, Flying Doctor.  

1980 - The Bushwackers Dance Book (96 Pages)
(Greenhouse Publishing - ISBN 13: 9780909104252)
Music and instructions for a number of bush dances with selected poems and stories.  
Original illustrations by Barry Olive.
Dances: Luna Park, The Willow Tree, Dashing White Sergeant, King Gus, No.96, Hanging 
Rock, The Ghan, Smith Street Shuffle, Way Out West, Over The Top, Swedish Masquer-
ade, Under The Bridge, Paramatta Eight, The Opera Reel + 1-2-3-4 (Song), White Dress 
(Song).
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1981 - Beneath The Southern Cross - 56 Pages
(Penjane Music - ISBN 10: 0949822000)
Published to coincide with release of the album ‘Beneath The Southern Cross’ (Telmak/
CBS)
Music and Lyrics:
St. Anne’s Reel, Waltzing Matilda, And The Band Played Waltzing Matilda, The Catalpa, 
Brian Boru’s March, Lazy Harry’s, Beneath The Southern Cross, South Australia, Plate 
Glass Window (Eleanor Plunkett, The Belfast Hornpipe, Lunch At The Dan, Come In From 
The Rain, Drowsy Maggie), Battler’s Ballad, Lachlan Tigers, Fishing Reels (The poisoned 
Dwarf, The Mullet, Salmonella), Spider By The Gwydir. 

1983 - Bush Christmas - 92 Pages
(Tombola Publishing/Warner Bros Music (Aust) - ISBN 13: 9780959370812)
Published to coincide with the release of the film ‘Bush Christmas’, a remake by Barron 
films of the Chips Rafferty 50s classic.  The film starred a 14 year-old Nicole Kidman in 
her first feature.  The Bushwackers played for a bush dance and supplied the soundtrack 
which was issued as the 1983 album ‘Warrigal Morning’ (CBS).
Music, Lyrics, plus Christmas-related Illustrations, Newspaper/Journal Excerpts, Poems, 
Yarns and stills from the film.

2011 - The Bushwackers ‘Official’ Dance Book - 36 Pages
(The Bushwackers Band - ISBN 13: 9780646558745)
Produced to satisfy a demand from schools, this was a digital edition of dance instruc-
tions from the 1980 Bushwackers Dance Book and was issued with a re-recording of the 
music and dance calls from the 1980 album.
Dances: Heel and Toe Polka, Queensland Backstep, The Drongo, Strip The Willow, Barn 
Dance, Waves of Bondi, The Stockyards, Under The Bridge, Pride of Erin, The OXO Reel, 
Ned Kelly’s Farewell to Glenrowan, Soldier’s Joy.



2021 - The Bushwackers BIG Australian Songbook - 232 Pages
(Hardie Grant - ISBN 13: ?)
Published as part of the celebrations marking their 50th anniversary, it combines traditional 
‘classics’ from the first two songbooks, plus a number of their own original compositions and 
others by favourite songwriters.
Songs: When Britannia Ruled The Waves, Jim Jones at Botany Bay, Moreton Bay, Black Velvet 
Band, Van Diemen’s Land, The Wild Colonial Boy, Bold Jack Donahue, Poor Ned Kelly, Stringyba-
rk Creek, Poor Ned (You’re Better Off Dead), Farewell Dan and Edward Kelly, Ballad of Ben Hall’s 
Gang, Streets of Forbes, Ten Thousand Miles Away, Shores of Botany Bay, Denis O’Reilly, Be-
neath The Southern Cross, The Good Old Days, Easy Money, Leave It in The Ground, Put a Light 
in Every Country Window, Bullocky-O, Five Miles From Gundagai, Eumarella Shore, Jog Along ‘Til  
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Shearing, The Backblock Shearer, The Springtime it Brings On The Shearing, Click Go The Shears, One of The Hasbeens, 
Shearing in A Bar, Lazy Harry’s, The Shearer’s Dream, Flash Jack From Gundagai, The Lachlan Tigers, Another Fall of Rain, 
Lime Juice Tub, Banks of the Condamine, Euabalong Ball, Tomahawkin’ Fred (The Ladies’ Man), The Ryebuck Shearer, The 
Maranoa Drovers, A Thousand Miles Away, The Overlander, The Drover’s Dream, Augathella Station, Andy’s Gone With 
Cattle, The Diamantina Drover, The Drover’s Boy, Freedom on the Wallaby, Waltzing Matilda, Billy of Tea, Four Little John-
ny Cakes, All For Me Grog, A Bushman’s Song (Travellin’ Down The Castlereagh), Kings of the Roaring Days, The Battler’s 
Ballad, Shoalhaven Man, Road To Thargomindah, Past Carin’, Now I’m Easy, When The Rain Tumbles Down in July, Fannie 
Bay, This is The Place For Me, Weevils in the Flour, Faces In The Street, The Hungry Mile, The Woolloomooloo Lair, Les Dar-
cy, Henry’s Men, Sayonara Nakamura, Giant of a Man, Gurindji Blues, (On) April 25, And The Band Played Waltzing Matilda, 
South Australia, Dirt Under My Nails, Who’ll Come a-Waltzing Australia, Another Trip to Bunnings, Republic Day, Night of 
the Bush Dance, Oh How The Memories Have Flown.
Poems/Stories/Notes/Dances: Ned Kelly’s Farewell to Glenrowan (Dance), The Unlucky Digger (Story), The Eureka Re-
bellion (Story), Holy Dan (Poem), The Matilda Waltzer’s Union (Story), Boiling The Billy (Story), Mickety Mulga Jim (Poem), 
The Swagless Swaggie (poem), Les Darcy (Story), A Bush Dance (Story), Barn Dance (Dance), Heel & Toe Polka (Dance), 
Strip The Willow (Dance).

Accurate figures from those very early years are hard to find, but from those available ...
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Bushwackers Book Sales 1979 - 1988
Bushwackers Australian Songbook (62,575) Bushwackers Dance Book (23,461)

Bushwackers 2nd Australian Songbook (20,233) Bush Christmas (12,454)

Down There for Dancing (14,504)


