Down Under By Men At Work 1

Down Under By Men

At Work

Down Under
By Men At
Work

THE ENDURING
ANTHEM:
EXPLORING
"DOWN UNDER" BY
MEN AT WORK

Downloaded from
www.remodelicious.com
by Riley & Livia

Few songs capture the
essence of a nation as
effortlessly as "Down
Under" by Men At
Work. Released in
1981, this iconic track
became a global
phenomenon, instantly
recognizable by its
distinctive flute riff and
chorus. It is more than
just a catchy tune; it is
a love letter to
Australia, a humble
brag about its people,
and a snapshot of a

specific cultural
moment. For decades,
"Down Under" by Men
At Work has served as
a musical passport for
the land of kangaroos
and vast deserts,
cementing its place in
pop culture history.
The song's journey
from a local favorite to
an international chart-
topper is a fascinating
story of creativity,
controversy, and
cultural pride. In this
article, we will dive
deep into the history,
lyrics, musical
composition, and
lasting impact of this
guintessential
Australian rock song.


https://www.remodelicious.com/

The
Origins
and
Inspiratio
n Behind
the Hit

The story of "Down
Under" by Men At Work
begins long before the
band's debut album
Business as Usual was
released. Lead singer
Colin Hay and guitarist
Ron Strykert wrote the
song in the late 1970s.
The track started as a
simple, slower tune
with  different lyrics.
The early version was
more of a travelogue,
reflecting the
experiences of
Australian backpackers
traveling through

Europe and Asia. These
travelers often
encountered a mix of
curiosity and ignorance
about their home
country. People would
ask if they rode
kangaroos or lived in
the outback. This sense
of being an outsider,
combined with a proud
defiance of  being
Australian, became the
emotional core of the
song.

The final version of
"Down Under" by Men
At Work evolved
significantly. The band,
including saxophonist
Greg Ham who
contributed the now-
legendary flute line,
transformed it into a
bouncy, reggae-infused
rock track. The lyrics
were sharpened to
include iconic
references like
"Vegemite sandwich"
and "Chunder," which
is Australian slang for
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vomiting. These
specific, colloquial
details grounded the
song in an authentic
Australian experience
that resonated deeply
with locals while
fascinating
international
audiences. The song
became an unofficial
anthem for a
generation of
Australians who were
looking for an identity
distinct from British or
American cultural
influence.

A Deep
Dive into
the Lyrics
and

Meaning

The lyrics of "Down
Under" by Men At Work
are often
misinterpreted as a
simple celebration of
Australian culture.
While it certainly
celebrates the country,
there is a layer of self-
deprecating humor and
subtle critique. The
opening lines,
"Traveling in a fried-
out Kombi / On a hippie
trail, head full of
zombie," immediately
set the scene of a
wandering Australian,
likely low on funds and
high on life. The "fried-
out Kombi" (a
Volkswagen van) is a
nod to the classic
Australian road trip
aesthetic.

The character in the
song meets a "strange
man" who asks him,
"Do you come from a



land down under?" This
interaction represents
the typical questions
asked of Australians
abroad. The man also
makes the claim,
"Can't you hear, can't
you hear the thunder? /
You better run, you
better take cover." This
line is often interpreted
as a warning about the
potential resilience and
awakening of Australia
on the global stage. It
suggests that being
underestimated is a
mistake, and that the
"Land Down Under"
has a formidable spirit.

The chorus, with its

iconic call-and-
response, is undeniably
patriotic. "Buying

bread from a man in
Brussels / He was six-
foot-four and full of
muscles," introduces
another character who
is a proud Australian
expat. The line "I come
from the land of

plenty" is a confident
declaration of
Australia's natural
resources and quality
of life. However, the
mention of "Vegemite
sandwich" immediately
brings the listener back
to earth with a
grounded, everyday
detail. This
combination of high-
spirited pride and
down-to-earth humor is
the key to the song's
charm. It doesn't take
itself too seriously,
which makes its
message even more
infectious.

The
Musical
Compositi
on and
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the

Famous

Flute Riff

Musically, "Down
Under" by Men At Work
is a masterpiece of
simplicity and groove.
The song is built
around a steady
reggae-tinged beat,
which was highly
unusual for rock music
in the early 1980s. This
choice gave the song a
relaxed, sun-drenched
feel that perfectly
matched its lyrical
themes. Colin Hay's
vocals are laconic and
slightly nasal, adding
to the song's casual,
storytelling vibe.

The most defining
element of the track,
however, is the flute
riff played by Greg
Ham. This riff, which

opens the song and
repeats throughout, is
one of the most
recognizable

instrumental hooks in
music history. It is so
catchy that it became
the song's signature.
Interestingly, the flute
riff was not part of the
original composition. It
was added later during
a jam session and
proved to be the
missing piece that
elevated the song from
good to legendary. The
interplay between the

flute and the
syncopated quitar
chords creates a

texture that is both
lush and energetic. The
saxophone solo in the
middle of the song
provides a perfect
bridge, adding a jazzy,
celebratory feel. Every
element of the
arrangement is
designed to be
memorable and to



evoke a sense of open
roads and carefree
adventure.

Cultural
Impact
and
Legacy in
Australia
and
Beyond

The cultural impact of
"Down Under" by Men
At Work cannot be
overstated. Upon its
release, it shot to
number one in
Australia, the United
Kingdom, the United
States, and many other
countries. It became
the soundtrack for the
1980s Australian

tourism boom. The
song was used heavily
in commercials, films,
and television shows to
instantly signal
"Australia" to
audiences. For many
people around the
world, their first
impression of
Australian culture was
shaped by this song.

In Australia itself,
"Down Under" by Men
At Work became a
source of national
pride. It was played at
sporting events,
Australia Day
celebrations, and
backyard barbecues. It
gave Australians a
modern anthem that
was not about war or
royalty, but about their
own quirky, laid-back
lifestyle. The song
helped solidify the
image of the "Aussie
battler" - someone
who is resourceful,
humorous, and proud
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of their roots. The
song's legacy extends
into the 21st century,
where it remains a
staple of retro playlists
and is frequently
covered by
contemporary artists. It
is often cited as one of
the greatest Australian
songs of all time, a title
it undeniably deserves.

The
Controver
sy and
Legal
Battle
Over the
lconic

Sound

No story about "Down
Under" by Men At Work
is complete without
mentioning its
controversial legal
history. In 2010, the
band was sued by
Larrikin Music, which
owned the copyright to
the 1930s Australian
folk song "Kookaburra
Sits in the Old Gum
Tree." The lawsuit
claimed that the
famous flute riff in
"Down Under" was
derived from the
melody of
"Kookaburra."

The court agreed,
ruling that Men At
Work had infringed on
the copyright. This
decision sent
shockwaves through
the music industry. It
resulted in significant
financial penalties for
the band members and



their publishers. For
Greg Ham, who wrote
the flute part, the
pressure and stress of
the legal battle were
immense. He tragically
passed away in 2012, a
loss that many in the
music community
connected to the
aftermath of the
lawsuit. This
controversy cast a
shadow over the song's
legacy, sparking
debates about the
copyrightability of
melodic ideas and the
complex history of
musical inspiration.
While the legal case is
now settled, it remains
a cautionary tale about
the fine line between
homage and
infringement in popular
music.

The

lconic
Music
Video

The music video for
"Down Under" by Men
At Work is as
memorable as the song
itself. Directed by
Wayne Dickson, the
video features the
band performing in a
stark, white studio
space. The video is
notable for its
humorous and surreal
elements. Colin Hay
wears a distinctive
Australian "bushman"
hat draped with corks
(a stereotypical trope),
and the band members
perform with
exaggerated, playful
energy.

One of the most iconic
shots in the video is of
a man pushing a
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shopping cart filled
with laundry, which
later became a
recurring visual motif.
The video also includes
shots of Australian
landmarks and
symbols, reinforcing
the song's nationalistic
theme. The video
received heavy
rotation on MTV, which
was still in its infancy
at the time, helping to
propel the song to
global stardom. Its
simple but effective
visual style perfectly
complemented the
song's quirky and
proud nature.

Cover
Versions
and

Enduring
Popularit

y

"Down Under" by Men
At Work has been
covered by numerous
artists across various
genres. One of the
most notable covers is
by the Australian rock
band Amyl and the
Sniffers, who brought a
raw, punk energy to
the track. The song has
also been performed
live by countless
tribute bands and
orchestras. It is a
popular choice for
sports crowds,
especially for
Australian rugby and
cricket teams. The
song has also been
sampled in electronic
music and appears in
video games like Grand
Theft Auto: Vice City,



introducing it to a new
generation of listeners.
Its enduring popularity
is a testament to its
timeless melody and
universal themes of
wanderlust and home
pride.

Conclusio
n

"Down Under" by Men
At Work is far more
than a one-hit wonder;
it is a cultural
institution. From its
humble beginnings as
a travel story to its
status as a global
anthem, the song
perfectly captures the

10

spirit of Australia.
Despite the legal
controversies and the
passage of time, the
song's appeal remains
undiminished. The
cheerful flute riff, the
witty lyrics, and the
infectious groove
continue to bring
smiles to faces around
the world. It serves as
a powerful reminder
that great music can
transcend borders,
define a nation, and
make us all feel a little
bit like we belong to
the "Land Down
Under." Few songs
have ever achieved
such a perfect blend of
identity, humor, and
musical craftsmanship.
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