 Eureka and Ned Kelly

A Fair Go for All 

Battles for freedom and justice in Australia were not all fought on foreign soils. Australia was not always the land of freedom and democracy we enjoy today. 

Some of the first public declarations of allegiance to an independent Australia occurred in the 19th century in the events known as the “Eureka Rebellion” and the “Kelly’s Siege at Glenrowan”.  Although unsuccessful at the time these two events initiated monumental changes in the attitude and fabric of the legal system, policing and political policies.

The Eureka Rebellion

Miners bitterly opposed the unfair system of the payment 30 shillings per month for a miners Licence, whether you found gold or not.  On 29th November 1854 12,000 miners held a meeting on Bakery Hill near the Eureka lead on the Ballarat gold fields about their harsh treatment by police and authorities. They voted to secede from British rule and form an independent republic. Even before Federation in 1901 miners considered themselves good Australians but disliked the makers and enforcers of unfair laws.

The meeting concluded with an extraordinary ceremony that can be considered a major move towards Australian democracy. Peter Lalor lead the crowd in an oath of allegiance to the first Australian flag, a white “Southern Cross” on a blue background, designed by Canadian Captain Henry Ross. 

“We swear by the Southern Cross to stand truly by each other and to fight to defend our rights and liberties”

This was one of the boldest and most democratic initiatives in Australian History

500 miners took the oath that day which was affirmed with a hearty AMEN.

Authorities were both amazed and horrified by the potential power of this group and on Sunday 3rd December 1854 organised a surprise attack on the fortified stockade at Sovereign Hill.  The Eureka Stockade Rebellion as it is known, was more like a massacre as most of the miners were not at the stockade, but resting, socialising or at church.  Although the attempt to secede was unsuccessful the next year, 1855, saw the abolition of the punitive licence system and the introduction of export tax , 2/6  per ounce of gold and an annual fee of only one pound for a miners right. One wonders how long the old system would have been in place if the miners had not stood up for their rights, spilled their blood and even paid the ultimate price for justice and a fair go.

The Eureka Flag remains a national symbol of the continuing fight for justice and freedom, particularly in the workplace. It has been adopted by various worker groups and trade unionists and even a football club.  Many modern republicans think it should be our official national flag.

Ned Kelly

Ned Kelly was a convicted murderer and thief, but no other single character in the history of Australia has captured as much attention and support.  Hero or hoon, the debate gos on.

Ned’s story has inspired creative souls to produce more movies, poems, plays, songs, novels, dances, garments, sculptures and paintings about him that any rival by more than four to one.

More 12,000 people signed a partition for a reprieve from the death sentence, and another 8,000 people gathered at the Melbourne Hippodrome and in the surrounding streets to plead for his life in person before his execution on the 11th November 1880. The support continues to this day.

The Royal Commission of 1881 investigated the circumstances and events leading to the actions of the Kelly gang, and particularly the role of the Victoria police. The area of north-east Victoria frequented by Ned and the boys was officially described as “ Kelly Country”. It was defined as “the triangular tract lying between the points formed by the townships of Mansfield, Benalla and Beechworth together with the country west of the railway line to Lake Rowan, the Warby Ranges and Woolshed,… about 1600 square miles”. They called it Kelly Country then and they still do now. 

Ned penned a major submission to the authorities in February 1879 known as Jerilderie letter. It outlined the events and circumstances that drove Ned to life as an outlaw. Based on reports from friends and family Kelly historian Ian Jones believes that Ned’s object was to launch a separate Republic of North Eastern Victoria composed of all the discontented, oppressed, police-hating selectors of the area. A document concerning the declaration of a North Eastern republic was supposedly found in Ned’s pocket after his capture.

The Glenrowan incident did not go to plan as the police were warned that the rail tracks had been removed. What should have been a great victory battle at the site of the derailed police train and for the Kelly’s their supporters turned to an unsuccessful siege at Jones’ Hotel, resulting death for Dan Kelly, Steve Hart and Joe Byrne and wounding and capture for Ned.

Like the Eureka Rebellion, Ned lost the battle but one the war. Due to his trial and execution and the publicity it attracted the Victorian police force came under close scrutiny via a Royal Commission and much corruption and favouritism was eliminated,  putting his fellow selectors in a much better position

The following lines of poetry capture the sentiment of the day.

But no one single handed can hope to break the bars

It’s a thousand like Ned Kelly who’ll raise the Flag of Stars

J. Manifold

For I need no lead or powder 

To avenge my cause

And if words be louder 

I will oppose your laws

Ned Kelly Cameron Letter 1878

