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DIVING INTO THE AUSTRALIAN CLASSIC: WHAT IS THE MAN FROM SNOWY RIVER
ABOUT?

When  you  first  hear  the  title  The  Man  from  Snowy  River,  you  might  picture  a  rugged  horseman
galloping through a misty mountain range, chasing a mob of wild brumbies. That image is not far
from the truth, but the story behind this iconic Australian creation runs much deeper than a single
chase. It is a tale of courage, endurance, and the fierce spirit of the Australian bush. So, what is The
Man from Snowy River about? The answer lies in a blend of legendary horsemanship, a timeless
poem by Banjo Paterson, and a cultural touchstone that has shaped Australia's national identity for
over a century.
To truly understand what The Man from Snowy River is about, we need to explore its origins as a
bush ballad, its characters, its plot, and the broader themes that have made it a beloved piece of
literature  and  film.  Whether  you  are  a  student  studying  Australian  poetry  or  a  curious  reader
wanting to know why this story still resonates, this article will give you a comprehensive look at the
heart of the narrative.

The Origins: Banjo Paterson's Bush Ballad
The  Man  from  Snowy  River  began  as  a  poem  written  by  Andrew  Barton  "Banjo"  Paterson,  first
published in 1890 in the Bulletin magazine, and later included in his collection The Man from Snowy
River and Other Verses. Paterson drew inspiration from the rugged Snowy Mountains region of New
South Wales and Victoria, an area known for its steep slopes, dense forests, and unpredictable
weather. The poem tells the story of a group of stockmen who attempt to capture a valuable colt
that has escaped into the wild mountain country. When the older, more experienced riders hesitate
at the edge of a treacherous descent, it is the young, unnamed "Man from Snowy River" who takes
the plunge and succeeds.
But what is The Man from Snowy River about on a deeper level? It is about the triumph of the
underdog.  The  title  character  is  described  as  a  "stripling"  –  a  young,  lean,  and  seemingly
inexperienced man. The older men, including the legendary horseman Clancy of the Overflow, are
initially sceptical. Yet it is the Man from Snowy River's intimate knowledge of the land and his
fearless riding that win the day. The poem celebrates skill over raw strength, humility over bravado,
and the bond between a rider and his horse.

The Plot: A Classic Chase in the High
Country
The narrative begins with a prized colt breaking away from his enclosure and joining a herd of wild
horses, or "brumbies", in the Snowy River region. A group of riders gathers to retrieve the colt,
including the renowned Clancy, the mountain horseman, and others. They pursue the brumbies
through challenging terrain, but when they reach a steep and rocky slope, all except the Man from
Snowy River pull back. He alone charges down the mountainside, matching the wild horses step for
step. The chase continues until the colt is exhausted and forced to turn back, and the young man
successfully brings him home.
Paterson's poem is written in a lively, rhythmic ballad style with a strong rhyme scheme, making it
easy to recite and remember. The language is vivid: "There was movement at the station, for the
word  had  passed  around  /  That  the  colt  from old  Regret  had  got  away."  This  opening  line
immediately draws the reader into the action. The entire poem consists of 13 stanzas, each building
tension until the climactic ride. For those asking what is The Man from Snowy River about, the chase
is the core, but the true heart is the character of the rider who dares to go where no one else will.

Characters That Embody the Bush Ethos
The poem introduces several memorable characters, each representing a facet of Australian bush
life:

The Man from Snowy River: The protagonist, a quiet, unassuming young man from the
Snowy River area. He is not named, which makes him a symbol of every determined bushman.
His strength is his connection to the land and his horse.
Clancy of the Overflow: A famous drover and horseman, known from another Paterson
poem. He is the veteran who initially doubts the younger man but later respects him. Clancy
represents the old guard of experienced stockmen.
The Mountain Horseman: Another rider, described as "hard and tough and wiry", who
knows the mountains well. He also hesitates at the dangerous descent, highlighting the
extraordinary nature of the Man's feat.
Harrison and the others: The group of station hands and riders who participate in the
chase. They provide a contrast to the Man's youthful courage.

These characters are not fully fleshed out in the poem, but they serve archetypal roles. The story is
less about individual personalities and more about the values they represent: persistence, loyalty,
respect for nature, and humility. This is a key part of answering what is The Man from Snowy River
about – it is a tribute to the unsung heroes of the Australian outback.

Themes That Resonate Through
Generations
The poem's enduring popularity comes from its universal themes, which are as relevant today as
they were in the 1890s. Here are the main themes that help answer "what is The Man from Snowy
River about?" in a broader sense:

Fearlessness and Determination: The central theme is overcoming fear. The Man from1.
Snowy River does not show off or seek glory; he simply does what needs to be done. His
determination to retrieve the colt, even at great personal risk, inspires admiration.

Respect for the Land: The Snowy Mountains are not just a backdrop; they are a living2.
character. The poem describes the "gorges deep and black" and the "steep and rugged
banks". The Man's success comes from knowing the terrain intimately. This reflects the
Australian bushman's reliance on the environment rather than dominating it.
The Spirit of Mateship: Though the Man acts alone in the decisive moment, the story begins3.
with a community effort. The stockmen work together, and after the chase, they celebrate
together. Mateship is a cornerstone of Australian culture, and the poem subtly reinforces it.
Youth vs. Experience: The older riders, despite their wisdom, lack the audacity to follow the4.
brumbies down the slope. The young Man proves that sometimes fresh perspectives and raw
courage can outperform seasoned judgment. But the poem does not mock the elders; it
honours them while recognising a new generation.
The Value of the Underdog: The Man from Snowy River is overlooked at first, yet he5.
achieves what the others cannot. This underdog narrative is universally appealing. People love
to see the quiet achiever win the day.

These themes make the poem more than a simple adventure story. For anyone wondering what is
The Man from Snowy River about, the answer is a celebration of human spirit and the Australian
character.

From Poem to Film: Expanding the Story
In  1982,  the  poem was  adapted  into  a  feature  film  titled  The  Man  from Snowy  River,  directed  by
George Miller (not the Mad Max director) and starring Kirk Douglas in a dual role, along with Tom
Burlinson as  the  young hero,  now named Jim Craig.  The film expanded the  poem's  brief  narrative
into a full-length story. So, what is The Man from Snowy River about in the movie? It adds a romantic
subplot,  a  conflict  with  a  wealthy  landowner,  and  a  coming-of-age  arc.  Jim  Craig  (the  Man)  must
prove himself not only through the legendary horse chase but also by earning the respect of his
community and winning the heart of Jessica Harrison.
The  film  became  a  massive  success  in  Australia  and  internationally,  partly  because  of  its
breathtaking cinematography of the Snowy Mountains and the realistic horse-riding stunts. It also
introduced the poem to a new generation. A sequel, The Man from Snowy River II (also known as
Return to Snowy River), followed in 1988. There was also a television series in the 1990s. Each
adaptation stays true to the core idea of what The Man from Snowy River is about: the triumph of a
quiet, determined individual against the forces of nature and society.

The Cultural Impact and Legacy
The Man from Snowy River is more than a poem or a film – it is a national symbol. In Australia, the
phrase "the man from Snowy River" has become shorthand for anyone who embodies the bush
virtues of resilience, independence, and skill.  The poem is frequently recited in schools and at
cultural events. Statues and monuments in the Snowy Mountains region commemorate the story,
and the annual "Man from Snowy River Festival" in Corryong, Victoria, celebrates bush poetry and
horsemanship.
Part of what The Man from Snowy River is about is the mythologising of the Australian outback. In
the late 19th century, as Australia was moving toward federation, there was a need for national
stories that united a diverse population. Paterson's poem, along with the works of Henry Lawson,
helped create a distinct Australian identity rooted in the landscape and its people. The Man from
Snowy River became an archetype: the self-reliant stockman who can handle any challenge.
Today, the story remains relevant because its themes resonate with modern audiences. The idea of
a person using their unique skills to overcome obstacles is timeless. Moreover, the environmental
aspect – respecting the land rather than conquering it – aligns with contemporary ecological values.
For anyone asking what is The Man from Snowy River about, it is also about heritage, tradition, and
the enduring power of storytelling.

The Real Snowy River Region
The Snowy River itself flows through the Australian Alps, known for its deep gorges and wild beauty.
The region was the site of the Snowy Mountains Hydro-Electric Scheme, one of Australia's largest
engineering projects. But before that, it was cattle country. The poem draws on real experiences of
mountain horsemen who would ride through treacherous terrain to muster stock. Paterson himself
heard stories from local riders, including one named Jack Riley, who is often cited as the real-life
inspiration for the Man from Snowy River. Riley was a stockman known for his incredible riding skill,
and he lived in the remote mountain areas. So, when we explore what The Man from Snowy River is
about, we also touch on historical facts and real people whose lives were woven into the legend.
Visitors to the Snowy Mountains can still see the landscapes that inspired the poem. The Man from
Snowy  River  Trail  offers  a  scenic  drive  through  the  high  country,  and  many  tourists  seek  out  the
locations  used  in  the  film.  The  connection  between  story  and  place  is  strong,  and  the  poem  has
helped preserve the cultural memory of a vanishing way of life.

Comparing the Poem and Film: What
Changes?
For purists, the poem is the definitive version. It is brief, lyrical, and focuses entirely on the chase.
The film, however, adds depth to the characters and a romantic storyline. In the poem, there is no
mention  of  a  love  interest  for  the  Man.  In  the  film,  Jim  Craig's  relationship  with  Jessica  Harrison
becomes  a  central  plot  point.  Also,  the  film  introduces  a  conflict  between  the  Man  and  the
authoritarian Spur (played by Kirk Douglas), which does not exist in the poem. These changes were
necessary to create a feature-length narrative, but they occasionally stretch the original spirit.
Nevertheless, the film still asks the same fundamental question: what is The Man from Snowy River
about? And it answers with a story of courage, integrity, and the bond between people and horses.
One notable difference is that the film explicitly names the Man as Jim Craig, giving him a backstory
that explains his skill.  The poem leaves him anonymous, making him a symbol rather than an
individual. Both versions have their merits, and together they ensure the story remains alive in the
public imagination.
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Why This Story Endures
The Man from Snowy River continues to be studied,  recited,  and enjoyed because it  captures
something fundamental about the human experience. It is a story of a person facing a seemingly
impossible task and succeeding through sheer grit and natural talent. It also celebrates the beauty

and danger of the Australian wilderness. In a world that is increasingly urban and digital, the poem
and film offer a nostalgic glimpse into a simpler, more physical existence. The question "what is The
Man from Snowy River about?" prompts answers that range from a literal horse chase to a deep
exploration of national identity. It is a testament to the power of great storytelling that one short
poem can sustain multiple interpretations for over 130 years.
Moreover, the story encourages readers and viewers to reflect on their own "Snowy River moments


