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Who Wrote the Words to Waltzing Matilda? A Deep Dive into the Origin of 
Australia’s Iconic Folk Song

When you hear the familiar refrain of “Waltzing Matilda,” you’ll instantly recognize the tune as one of the most 

beloved pieces of Australian cultural heritage. Yet, many Australians and curious listeners worldwide wonder: who 

wrote the words to Waltzing Matilda? The answer is as clear as the Australian sky—William McBeath “Banjo” 

Patersonpenned the lyrics in 1895. But the story behind the words, the inspiration behind the poem, and the

song’s journey from a simple poem to a national anthem is a tale of creativity, folklore, and national identity that

deserves a detailed exploration.

Setting the Scene: The Birth of a Folk Classic

Before we dive into the identity of the lyricist, it’s important to understand the cultural backdrop that birthed

Waltzing Matilda. In the late 19th century, Australia was still a collection of British colonies, and its vast outback was

a canvas of rugged landscapes, cattle stations, and itinerant workers known as “drovers.” The language of the

bush, the hardships of travel, and the camaraderie among men on the road shaped a unique oral tradition of

storytelling and balladry.

Within this context, the phrase “waltzing matilda” itself became a colloquialism. “Waltzing” meant traveling on foot,

while “matilda” was a slang term for a swag—a bundle of belongings carried on a pole. Together, the phrase

captured the essence of a wandering worker’s life.

Banjo Paterson: The Man Behind the Lyrics

Early Life and Literary Beginnings

William McBeath “Banjo” Paterson was born on 27 February 1864 in Gulgong, a mining town in New South Wales.

Growing up in a modest family, Paterson was exposed early to the harsh realities of rural life, which later seeped

into his writing. He received a basic education but left school at 12 to work as a farmhand, a common practice

among young men of that era.

Paterson’s love for literature blossomed during his adolescence. He began writing poetry and short stories, often

reflecting the landscapes and characters of the Australian bush. His early work appeared in local newspapers, and

he quickly gained recognition for his vivid descriptions and rhythmic verse.

Paterson’s Rise to Fame

Paterson’s breakthrough came with the publication of his poem “The Man from Snowy River” in 1892. The poem’s

lyrical storytelling and vivid imagery captured the imagination of the Australian public. It was soon adapted into a

popular stage play and later a film, cementing Paterson’s place as a national literary figure.

By the mid-1890s, Paterson was a regular contributor to The Bulletin, a prominent Australian literary magazine. His

poems often explored themes of rural life, adventure, and the spirit of the Australian outback. It was during this

period that he would craft the words that would become Waltzing Matilda.



The Writing of Waltzing Matilda

Inspiration from a Campfire

According to Paterson’s own account, the poem was born during a night spent at a sheep station near the town of 

Jerilderie, New South Wales. While staying with a fellow drover, Paterson was struck by the sound of a stringed 

instrument—a hurdy-gurdy—played by a fellow traveler. The melody, which was later associated with the song’s

tune, resonated with Paterson’s mind.

In the following days, Paterson wrote the poem, capturing the essence of a swagman’s life and the fleeting

moments of joy and sorrow he experienced on the road. The poem’s structure—four stanzas of 12 lines each—

allowed for a rhythmic flow that would later complement the tune.

Publication and Immediate Impact

Paterson first published the poem in the Australian Town and Country Journalon 19 February 1895. The poem was

an instant hit, resonating with readers across the colonies. Its simple yet evocative language, coupled with the

universal theme of wanderlust, struck a chord with many Australians.

Within weeks, the poem was reprinted in other newspapers and literary magazines. Its popularity grew so rapidly

that it was often sung in pubs, at community gatherings, and on the radio—though the latter came later, as radio

itself was still in its infancy.

The Musical Adaptation: From Poem to Song

Christina Macpherson and the Tune

While Paterson wrote the lyrics, the melody that accompanies Waltzing Matilda was composed by Christina 

Macphersonin 1903. Macpherson, a Scottish-Australian singer and composer, was inspired by a Scottish folk tune

that she had heard during her travels. She adapted this melody to fit Paterson’s words, creating a tune that was

both haunting and uplifting.

It is worth noting that the tune is not an original composition but rather a variation of a Scottish folk melody called

“Loudon.” The adaptation was seamless, and the resulting song quickly became an integral part of Australian

folklore.

How the Song Became a Cultural Staple

Once the poem was set to music, Waltzing Matilda transcended its literary origins. It was performed at sporting

events, school assemblies, and national celebrations. The song’s simple, memorable chorus made it easy for

audiences of all ages to sing along, further cementing its place in Australian culture.

Over the decades, the song has been covered by countless artists—both within Australia and internationally—

ranging from folk musicians to pop singers. Its enduring popularity is a testament to the timeless appeal of its

narrative and melody.

Legacy and Cultural Significance

Symbol of Australian Identity

Waltzing Matilda has become more than just a song; it is a symbol of Australian identity. Its lyrics capture the

rugged independence, resilience, and communal spirit of the Australian bush. The song’s enduring popularity

reflects the nation’s collective memory and the shared experience of those who have lived the outback life.



Educational Tool and Cultural Reference

In schools across Australia, Waltzing Matilda is taught as part of literature and history curricula. Students analyze

its poetic structure, historical context, and cultural impact. The song also serves as a cultural reference point in

films, television shows, and literature, underscoring its pervasive influence.

Controversies and Interpretations

While the song is largely celebrated, it has not been without controversy. Some critics argue that the poem

romanticizes the harsh realities of rural life, glossing over the struggles faced by indigenous communities and early

settlers. Others point out that the song’s narrative, centered on a swagman, can be seen as a critique of the

colonial labor system.

Despite these debates, the consensus remains that Waltzing Matilda is a cornerstone of Australian heritage—a

piece that invites reflection, discussion, and appreciation.

Frequently Asked Questions About Waltzing Matilda

Q1: Who wrote the words to Waltzing Matilda?

A1: The words were written by William McBeath “Banjo” Paterson in 1895.

Q2: Who composed the music for Waltzing Matilda?

A2: The music was composed by Christina Macpherson in 1903, based on a Scottish folk tune.

Q3: When was Waltzing Matilda first published?

A3: The poem was first published in the Australian Town and Country Journal on 19 February 1895.

Q4: Is Waltzing Matilda an official Australian anthem?

A4: No, it is not an official anthem, but it is often referred to as the “unofficial national anthem” due to its widespread

recognition.

Q5: Are there any notable covers of Waltzing Matilda?

A5: Yes, numerous artists have covered the song, including Slim Dusty, the Australian band Midnight Oil, and

international artists like Paul McCartney.

Conclusion: A Timeless Ode to the Australian Spirit

The question “who wrote the words to Waltzing Matilda” opens a window into a rich tapestry of Australian history,

literature, and music. Banjo Paterson’s lyrical genius captured the soul of the outback, while Christina

Macpherson’s melodic adaptation ensured the poem’s survival as a beloved song. Together, they crafted a piece

that continues to inspire, entertain, and unite Australians of all ages.

Whether you’re listening to a live rendition at a sporting event, humming the chorus in a quiet moment of reflection,

or studying the poem in a classroom, the words of Waltzing Matilda remind us of the enduring power of storytelling

and the enduring spirit of a nation that roams “waltzing” across the vast, sunburnt land.
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