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What’s a Bad Boy like You Doing in a Nice Place  
like This? Ned Kelly Faces Off against American  
College Freshmen

lynDall nairn

University of New England

Australian texts are rarely included in syllabi on North American college cam-
puses. Perhaps the only Australian writer who is well known outside Australia 

is Patrick White, the only Australian to win the Nobel Prize in Literature. Unfor-
tunately, the variety and depth of Australian literature remains a well-kept secret, 
but it is certainly worth closer consideration, especially when faculty members are 
choosing texts in liberal arts or “great books”-type programs. One Australian novel 
worth considering for general education courses in world literature or composition 
is Peter Carey’s True History of the Kelly Gang (2000), which won the Booker Prize 
in 2001. Three reasons make this novel worth studying: First, Carey’s focus on the 
bushranger, or outlaw, Ned Kelly, who is an iconic Australian figure, reveals key 
insights into Australian culture. Second, True History of the Kelly Gang deals with 
universal issues, which are relevant, challenging, and timely for today’s students, 
and third, Carey’s experimental approach to language use in this novel is so striking 
and unusual that North American students would have difficulty finding anything 
comparable elsewhere.

Most American undergraduates know very little about Australia and have never 
heard of the bushranger Ned Kelly, so they tend to react skeptically to the claim that 
many Australians regard this thief and murderer as a national hero. After all, the 
American idea of a national hero is someone like Abraham Lincoln or Paul Revere, 
someone whose actions are unambiguously respected and admired. An American 
national hero might have humble origins but is not likely to have been charged 
with serious felonies. Does that mean that Australians, in contrast, are completely 
amoral in their choice of a national hero? Western civilization certainly includes a 
tradition of outlaws, such as Robin Hood, who stole from the rich to give to the 
poor, and the Scotsman William Wallace of Braveheart fame, and Jesse James in the 
United States, all of whom were branded as criminals but who claimed to be fight-
ing for a higher cause. Nevertheless, that tradition alone does not warrant the status 
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of a national hero. Perhaps for North American students, the most convincing 
piece of evidence for the positive interpretation of Ned Kelly is seen in the open-
ing ceremony of the 2000 Sydney Olympics, where many dancers, dressed in Ned 
Kelly-type armor, exuberantly cavorted around in the stadium amid the fireworks. 
Even though many non-Australians know next to nothing about Ned Kelly and how 
he and the other three members of the Kelly gang dressed in armor made out of 
ploughshares for their famous last stand against the police, everybody knows that all 
countries that host the Olympic Games display their most significant cultural sym-
bols at the opening ceremonies. Therefore, a video clip of the opening ceremony of 
the 2000 Sydney Olympics is an ideal way to introduce the unfamiliar concept of 
the criminal as national hero to American students.

For American students to understand the full significance of Ned Kelly in Aus-
tralian culture, some background explanation is necessary. Ned Kelly was a product 
of the oppressive nineteenth-century Australian class system. He, his family mem-
bers, and many of his friends and neighbors were oppressed in three ways: first, as 
the son of a former convict, Ned Kelly could never escape the shame, commonly 
referred to as “the stain,” of having been on the wrong side of the law; second, 
Ned Kelly and his family were victims of the nineteenth-century pastoral system of 
land reform, which pitted the wealthy and powerful landowners against the poor 
selectors, who could never work their way out of poverty; and third, being Irish and 
Roman Catholic, Ned Kelly and his family faced religious bigotry and discrimina-
tion as they were denied opportunities for education and employment. Given these 
circumstances, which affected thousands of people in Australia in the 1870s, it is 
not surprising that when Ned Kelly stood up to the corrupt police and the biased 
legal system, he quickly gained widespread popular support.

Ned Kelly became more of a mythic figure in Australian lore during the 1940s, 
when the well-known Australian artist Sidney Nolan painted his Ned Kelly Series, 
which clearly depicts Ned Kelly’s isolation and the desperate quality of his struggle. 
The figure in these paintings was easily recognized by all Australians watching the 
opening ceremony of the 2000 Sydney Olympics as the model for the dancers’ 
costumes. Carey has also acknowledged Sidney Nolan’s role in mythologizing Ned 
Kelly by using a bushfire detail from one of Nolan’s paintings on the dust jacket of 
the hard-copy edition of True History of the Kelly Gang. Furthermore, the Australian 
trait of admiring the underdog who stands up to authority despite impossible odds 
can be seen in such expressions as “to be as game as Ned Kelly,” which since his 
death in 1880 has become common in Australian parlance; perhaps this view of 
Ned Kelly as brave and stoical is also based on his purported last words before he 
went to the gallows: “Such is life” (Carey 352).

Because bravery, stoicism, and standing up against injustice and discrimination 
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are universal values, it is not difficult to structure discussions in general-education 
classes that move from this type of explanation of Ned Kelly’s significance in Austra-
lian culture to more general issues that affect today’s North American students. In 
True History of the Kelly Gang, Carey raises such questions as “Where does the truth 
in history lie?” and “Is history, which is usually written by those who have been 
successful, biased to their point of view?” By writing a novel, a work of fiction, and 
calling it a “true history,” Carey is suggesting that a sympathetic, fictitious portrayal 
of a controversial historical figure can depict him more accurately than a straight-
forward historical account can. Carey emphasizes these questions about how best 
to demonstrate the truth in his presentation of the chapters as numbered “parcels” 
of what look like primary source documents, to which he gives accession numbers 
from the “Melbourne Public Library,” which actually does not exist. The role of 
fiction in probing the truth is further highlighted by Carey’s decision to structure 
his novel in the form of diary entries written by Ned Kelly, who is explaining his 
life story to his baby daughter, whereas we know that, in fact, Ned Kelly never had a 
daughter. Carey also invents a wife for Ned Kelly, and at one point, she writes in the 
margins of a newspaper to correct the details of the stories that describe Ned Kelly’s 
bank robberies (290–96). By using a fictitious character to correct mistakes in the 
historical record, Carey is suggesting that the oral tradition of ordinary people may 
be closer to the truth than the official written record is. These questions of varying 
interpretations of truth and history also relate to today’s global political situation, 
in which one person’s criminal or outlaw or terrorist is another person’s freedom 
fighter or folk hero. American students can be challenged to develop their critical 
thinking skills by analyzing two opposing viewpoints of a historical figure in a cul-
ture distant from their own. The geographical and historical distance of Ned Kelly’s 
situation means that American students have a better chance of thinking objectively 
and avoiding any preconceived biases they may have about nationally significant 
figures in their own culture.

Carey’s control of language is also worthy of attention. At first reading, it might 
seem as if his writing style in this novel has been influenced by James Joyce be-
cause Carey presents much of Ned Kelly’s thinking as an interior monologue that 
resembles a Joycean stream of consciousness. We could even speculate that the free-
flowing, ungrammatical sentences and the lack of punctuation mean that Carey 
was following Sidney Nolan’s lead in presenting Ned Kelly as a postmodern charac-
ter. However, that interpretation of other literary and artistic influences operating 
on Carey is not really the case. Instead, the primary influence on Carey’s language 
choices was the writing style of the historical Ned Kelly himself. Before writing True 
History of the Kelly Gang, Carey carefully studied Ned Kelly’s written expression in 
his Jerilderie letter, which Kelly wrote in 1879, when he and his gang dressed in 
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stolen police uniforms to rob the bank in the town of Jerilderie, New South Wales. 
Kelly wrote this manifesto, which called for the secession of the mountainous re-
gion of the colony of Victoria, to explain the political significance of his crimes, and 
he planned to have it published in newspapers. In the novel, Carey has emulated 
Ned Kelly’s voice by using similar word choices, phrases, sentence structures, and 
faulty punctuation as seen in Kelly’s Jerilderie letter, which clearly demonstrates 
Ned Kelly’s lack of formal education. In fact, after Carey had written the first draft 
of his novel, he removed all the commas and one-third of the periods so that the 
punctuation would more closely resemble Kelly’s writing style. Despite his lack of 
formal education, Ned Kelly was considered intelligent, and Carey effectively illus-
trates this characteristic in lyrical passages such as the description of twelve-year-old 
Ned clearing timber from his mother’s farm. In this excerpt, Ned and his little 
brother Jem are doing the dangerous work of felling large eucalyptus or gum trees, 
known as “ironbark” and “grey box”:

If you have felled a tree you know the sound it is the hinge of life before the 
door is slammed.

A tree falls slow and fast on the one hand it takes forever and on the 
other it is as swift as a guillotine. I called to Jem to flee he stopped to look 
back and still I can see his handsome dark eyes his puzzled brow. Then there 
comes a very small tearing noise like a single sheet of paper being ripped 
apart and I reached and pulled Jem’s head close to my breast. The ironbark 
went. It fell like a whole empire collapsing its crown crushing into the adja-
cent grey box I heard the sound of a thousand bones breaking all at once. 
The trunk bounced into the air and shot back on itself passing us with all 
the weight of God himself He travelled like a cannon an inch beside my ear. 
(Carey 92)

Guiding students to contrast this powerfully moving language with its incorrect use 
of punctuation and grammar can lead to fruitful discussions on the true nature of 
intelligence and on the importance of education as a means to empower ordinary 
citizens.

For the epigraph to True History of the Kelly Gang, Carey chose a quotation from 
William Faulkner: “The past is not dead. It is not even past” (1). In writing this nov-
el, Carey has not only helped Australians understand their ambiguous relationship 
to their own cultural heritage but also provided a way for citizens of all countries to 
grapple with such significant questions as what makes a true national hero, whose 
interpretation of history is the most valid, and what are the most effective ways of 
correcting social injustices. These themes, taken together with Carey’s sophisticated 
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use of language, make True History of the Kelly Gang a worthy text to include in 
general-education courses in North American colleges and universities.
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