Eulogy Notes for Ned Kelly Memorial:

He didn’t get a decent trial, at least we can now make sure that he receives a decent burial, even if it is 132 years later!
Letter to the Governor of the Melbourne Gaol:

“There is one wish in conclusion I would like you to grant me, that is the release of my Mother before my execution as detaining her in prison could not make any difference to the government now, for the day will come when all men will be judged by their mercy and deeds and also if you would grant permission for my friends to have my body that they might bury it in consecrated ground”.

60,000 signatures were collected in protest against the State sanctioned execution…. Not a bad effort given the population of Melbourne at that time!
Since Ned’s death, much has been made of the events preceding and following the siege at Glenrowan.  I wanted to instead dwell in these reflections about a very significant event, much earlier in Ned’s life, which reflects the nature of the man he was….
Ned’s rescue of Dick Shelton

As a ten year old, most likely during the time that his father Red was in prison, Ned came across seven year old Dick Shelton in trouble, having tried to retrieve his new straw hat that had fallen off as he walked across the footbridge over Hughes Creek swollen after recent rains. 
Dick Shelton, caught in turbulent water was spotted by Ned who was on the opposite bank on his way into town to the Avenel School.   Although not a good swimmer, his strength and determination enabled him to reach the young boy and drag him to safety.  
The Shelton’s who ran the Royal Mail Hotel commemorated Ned’s bravery with a handsome trophy:  a green silk sash, 7 feel long and 5 inches wide, with a three inch bullion fringe at each end.

Bill Shelton still has a farm on Hughes Creek and his cousin Bluey Shelton is a local identity.

The green sash became one of Ned’s treasured possessions, worn only on special occasions.  As we know he wore it at the Glenrowan siege, a time when he needed to muster all the courage he could.
When Ned was just 11 years of age, his father, Red Kelly, died and was buried in the Avenel cemetery.  Young Ned registered his father’s death at Campion’s Store which was the telegraph/post office.  At the age of just eleven, Ned thus became the male “head” of the family of his 33 year old mother and six siblings.  

While Ned was awaiting execution at the Old Melbourne Jail, he had only a few visitors….
One last visitor, was somewhat unexpected….

Gaol Governor Castieau brought his 13 year old son Godfrey to meet Ned, who appreciated the gesture and reached his hand through the bars, placed it on Godfrey’s head and said to the young boy: 

“Son, I hope you grow up to be as fine a man as your father”

The meeting it seems had an extraordinary impact on the boy.  Godfrey grew up to be a fine man, an actor, and played Ned in three films, even in the last film when he himself was aged 57, he was able to recapture the strange power of the man he had met so briefly.
No one present at Ned’s final memorial service, long after his execution has had the same opportunity, of course.  But of the family members present, as descendants or very close friends of the family, have been influenced in similar but different ways by the spirit of this man whose memorial is held today.

Monsignor O’Hea from St Paul’s Church, Coburg.

Baptised Ned, encouraged him as he was released from Pentridge at the age of 19, and stood by him on the scaffold, his minister from birth to death.  
While Ned was given the last rites, Monsignor O’Hea did not have the opportunity to perform a Requiem Mass, as Monsignor White will conduct for him. 
Symbols are important for all of us…. They lead us to think about life more deeply.
I have in my hand today a halfpenny, minted in 1880.  I imagine that it could have been in the pockets of one of the more than 5,000 people standing outside the Melbourne Gaol on 11th November 1880.  Like the Green Sash, this halfpenny is a connection for us with those many people, family, friends and supporters, who grieved the death of Ned 132 years ago now.

For me it symbolises the economic hardship of many of those who lived in country Victoria during those years.  As a result of the gold discoveries, Melbourne was one of the richest cities in the world at the time.  But many, many others failed to have the opportunity to share that good fortune.  

It reminds us that today there is still enormous inequality in our world, where the rich and the powerful are often blinded to the need of those around them.

Commemorating Ned’s death and giving a respectful and decent burial to his mortal remains reminds us also of the terrible denial of the value of human life that capital punishment represents in our world.  How can one uphold the value of human life by taking the life of another, especially when it is done with cold calculated, state sanctioned authority of an elected government?

Slowly, slowly, our world is beginning to recognise the terrible indignity of such state sanctioned killings and one by one countries throughout the world are joining the abolitionist family.  
We can contribute to that movement by our upholding the value of every human life and our commitment to dealing with each other with respect and with the recognition of value that human life demands.

But for each of the extended family members present at Ned’s memorial service, you have a closer, more intimate, family connection with the life that is celebrated and prayed for in this service.
Does the emotion become any less intense because of the passing of the years?  Perhaps, on the contrary, because of the intense public scrutiny that Ned’s death has provoked, there is an even stronger, deeper need for family members to find their own place in this history…. And this occasion, in particular, provides you with a way to do just this.  

For many, many years, his remains and his memory have been public … but this occasion and what follows allows you to take back some ownership of what has been lost over the years.

Just as you have worked hard to be transparent and open with one another in the planning of this gathering, so now you can continue this deepened sense of connectedness to one another.  
Over the years, I am told, that some members of the family, perhaps many members of the family, have seen it necessary to remain hidden, for various reasons too complex to go into now.  

Today as we recognise Ned’s remains and prepare them for a decent burial with his mother and other members of his family, we too can find some rest, some peace, some solace in this celebration together.  

Lets hope and pray that the dignity that he displayed at key moments in his life will be granted to us too as we negotiate sometimes challenging or confronting moments in our lives as well.  

May your gathering, your thoughts and prayers shared together, strengthen you in the challenges ahead.

And may our brother, Ned, rest in peace!
Peter Norden AO

Civil Celebrant
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