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ANN MCGRATH

Australia’s Occluded Voices: Ned Kelly’s History Wars

‘Such is Life’ These are the ‘famous last words’ spoken by the bushranger
Ned Kelly. Or at least that’s the way the story goes. It is difficult to say any-
thing about the historical figure without encountering the massive legend.
For it is not only the voice of Ned himself, but also a booming chorus of
oral tradition, including bush ballads, that have sung Ned’s praises. Hanged
in Melbourne on 11 November 1880, Ned Kelly shares his anniversary
with another kind of Remembrance Day relating to violent conflict. In
Australia today, Australia’s national museums and art galleries often give
primacy to the once-occluded voices of rebels, including Aboriginal people
who resisted colonisation. Activists, radical and revisionist historians have
brought once-suppressed voices within earshot. In reflecting upon Ned
Kelly’s voice, this chapter considers its place as a ‘native voice’ in the mul-
tiple settler-coloniser spaces of Australia.

Although Irish-Australian bushranger Ned Kelly spoke out in the 1870s
on behalf of the occluded voices of ex-convicts and small land selectors,
he has arguably had more words to say - real and imagined — than most
other figures of Australian history. His memory is kept alive in its popu-
lar representations, including oral histories, ballads, jokes, sayings, plays,
novels, visual and multi-media and other texts.' With sayings like ‘as game

1 John Meredith Folklore Collection, National Library of Australia contains some folk
reminiscences and songs of the Kellys. For a brief biography of Ned Kelly, see the
Australian dictionary of biography, <http://adbonline.anu.edu.au/biogs/Aosooogb.
htm>, Kelly, Edward (Ned) (accessed 12 February 2011). See lan Jones, Ned Kelly:
a short life (Sydney, 2008); Graham Huggan, ‘Cultural memory in postcolonial fic-
tion: the uses and abuses of Ned Kelly’ in Australian Literary Studies, 20 (2002),

Pp- 132—45.
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36 ANN MCGRATH

own. Perhaps they merged his Irish name with another herojc dreaming
story.” Whatever the origins of the story, Ned became both Indigenous
resistance hero and man of the dreaming.

Ned’s own beliefs did not leave him. Thousands rallied on the streets
of Melbourne demanding a reprieve, On the day he was to be hanged, at
5 a.m., he was on his knees praying. He probably said his prayers to the
Virgin Mary, the sentimental focal point of Irish Catholicism and a devo-
tion he shared with his mother, who lay in a jail cell nearby. Kelly slept some
more, then at 8 a.m. rose again. His lonely cell vibrated with rousing tunes,
as he sang ballads of the bush and of the ‘old days’ dating back to Ireland
as well as Victoria.** When Elijah Upjohn, the executioner, approached
him in readiness for the execution, Ned expressed a desire to face his death
unshackled, protesting in a lilting brogue: “There’s no need for tying me’
While Ned had lost his right to be obeyed, he had not lost his right to be
heard. Staring steadily at the large gilt crucifix, his head was then covered
with the execution hood. In a voice not entirely audible, in a sentence that
is more national legend than reliable fact, Ned proclaimed ‘Such is life’®
A bell tolled the prisoner’s death knell. The wind that had been blowing
northward and whipping dust all morning dropped and veered southward,
creating a cool change in the atmosphere.*

63  See Max Charlesworth, D. Bell, H. Morphy and K. Maddock (eds), Religion in
Aboriginal Australia (St Lucia, 1984).

64 Malony, Ned Kelly, p. 252.. He refers to songs of the ‘old days’ - these Irish-derived
ballads were about Ireland and Victorian themes were inter woven,

65 Thisaccount of Ned’s death draws on John Malony’s telling, Ned Kelly, p. 252. ‘Such
is life’” has become a popular ‘saying’ in Australian usage. Alex Castles, Ned Kelly's
last days: Setting the record straight on the death of an outlaw (Crows Nest, 2005).
Another account written by journalists is that he said ‘Ah, I suppose it has come
to this. (Castles, p. 218). One of the songs he sang was ‘In the Sweet Bye and Bye’
(Castles, p. 221). Other songs he was singing were criticised because they were ‘secu-
lar songs’ Jones and Castles both point out that journalists from various Victorian
newspapers reported differently on his last words. The Telegraph reported he said
‘Ah well, I suppose ... and did not finish. He had written three long letters in the
days before his death pleading his innocence.

66 Sydney Morning Herald, 11 January 1980, cited in Jones, Ned Kelly, p. 397.



