The following is the section on Ned Kelly from Marcus Clarke’s article entitled “Bushranging in Australia” which was published in The Victorian Review No. III – 1st January 1880. 

BUSHRANGING IN AUSTRALIA.

EUROPEAN and American readers of the Victorian Review, though perhaps net fully informed as to the size and resources of the city of Melbourne, are yet aware that it is very similar to the large provincial towns of Great Britain and the States, and quite on a par with them in civilisation. It may surprise such readers to hear that for the last twelve months the colony, of which this flourishing city is the capital, has been set at defiance by a gang of outlaws, who, having murdered police and robbed a country bank in broad daylight, are now camped in some hiding-place in the mountains, and liberally supplied with food by their friends. The narrative of their exploits recalls the days of Sicilian brigandage, or the early “rush” to California, when the Vigilance Committees were compelled to administer the law of Judge Lynch.

On the 26th October, 1878, Melbourne was thrown into a state of profound excitement by the announcement that the almost-forgotten crime of old colonial days had been revived, and that a gang of Bushrangers had fought the police in the Wombat Ranges, only fifty miles from Mansfield. The details of the business were soon in everybody’s mouth, and the history of the criminals became common property. In the township of Greta, had lived for some years, a family named Kelly, who occupied themselves in the harmless pursuit of cattle-breeding. Such breeders, however, are known by the name of “cattle duffers,” or “bush whackers,” their function being rather the stealing of stock than the rearing it. The Kellys bore a bad name in this district, and the mother and two sons were in prison at one time. An attempt having been made to arrest Daniel Kelly for horse-stealing, his brother Edward shot the constable in the wrist, and the pair fled to the mountains. They made for the pathless wildernesses at the head of the King River, where Power, a bushranger now in gaol, had been accustomed to hide, and for some time baffled pursuit. The residents in and about Mansfield were generally friendly to the young men, and news of the movements of the troopers were “telegraphed” to them by their confederates. At last a body of police, armed with revolvers, a Spencer rifle, and a double-barreled gun, started from Mansfield, under command of Sergeant Kennedy, and camped for the night at a place called Stringy Bark Creek. At dawn the next morning, two of the men, Kennedy and Scanlan, went away to explore, leaving M‘Intyre and Lonigan in charge of the camp. M‘Intyre foolishly went out to shoot parrots, and the shots were heard by the Kellys, who were up the mountain. About five o’clock in the evening, the troopers in camp were confronted by four armed men—the two Kellys, Hart and Byrne. Ned Kelly carried two rifles. M‘Intyre was unarmed, and held up his hands in token of surrender; but Lonigan tried to draw his revolver. Ned Kelly instantly fired, and shot him in the temple. He fell dead. The bushrangers then compelled M‘Intyre to make tea, and questioned him as to the movements of the police. “Did you come out to shoot us?” asked Ned. “We came to apprehend you,” said the trooper. “Are you going to shoot us? Kelly then promised that if the two troopers, who were away, surrendered on their return, their lives would be spared. “If you try to escape,” said he, “I will follow you to Mansfield, and shoot you at the police-station. I thought you had been Constable Flood; and, if you had been, I would have burned you alive.” When Kennedy and Scanlan approached, the bushrangers concealed themselves, and made M‘Intyre sit on a log under cover of their rifles. “You had better surrender; sergeant,” said he. “We are surrounded.” Kennedy appeared to think it was a joke, and put his hand to his revolver, when one of the gang fired, but missed him. He then dismounted. Scanlan tried to get his rifle unslung, but was shot down at once. The gang then began firing indiscriminately, and M‘Intyre “thinking,” he said, “that all was over,” jumped on Kennedy’s horse, and galloped off. After riding two miles in the scrub, his horse fell exhausted, and he found that it had been hit behind the saddle. At nightfall, he took off his boots so as to make less noise in the scrub, and walked to Mansfield, which he reached at three in the afternoon.

A party under Sergeant Pewtress immediately started in pursuit, but the station was so empty of arms that all they could take was, one revolver and one gun. They reached the camp at two in the morning, and found the bodies of Scanlan and Lonigan. There were five bullets in Lonigan and four in Scanlan; but Kennedy had been taken away by the gang. The utmost excitement now prevailed, for it was generally believed that the bushrangers had taken away the sergeant in order to torture him to death by burning, by tying on an ant-hill, or some such method formerly adopted by escaped convicts towards their prisoners. A reward of £500 a-head was now offered, and the House, which was sitting at the time, passed an Outlawry Bill, empowering any man to shoot the gang “on sight,” without challenge. On the 30th of [sic] October the body of Kennedy was found, half a mile from the camp where the fatal affray took place. It may be mentioned here, as an instance of the nature of the country, that a party of prospectors lost a horse near the same place, and did not find him for three weeks, although he was in hopples all the time. The corpse of the unfortunate man presented a horrible appearance. He had been shot through the head, the ball coming out in front and carrying away part of his face. Several bullets were found in the body. A large detachment of police were now ordered up, and the Chief Commissioner arrived to superintend operations in person, but for two months nothing was heard of the gang.

On the 9th of [sic] December they descended upon a station near Faithfull Creek, imprisoned the hands, and then rode down to Euroa, and in broad daylight robbed the bank of £1900 in notes, gold and silver, but committed no murder. Euroa is a mere village, and only one constable was in the station. The outlaws rode up to the bank, and Ned Kelly, going inside, took possession of the place at the muzzle of his revolver, put the manager, his wife, children and servants into a springcart and drove them to the station. After some display of horsemanship by the robbers—who, like all bush-born Australians, almost live in the saddle—they departed in the direction of the Strathbogie Ranges. The reward was now increased to £2800, and volunteers pressed in from all sides. Black trackers were sent for from Queensland. The township of Mansfield was like a village occupied by hostile troops, but the place swarmed with sympathisers, and it became evident that the stolen money was being freely circulated. Kate Kelly, the bushranger’s sister, rode into the ranges and back defiantly, and though several arrests were made and much time and money wasted in fruitless excursions, the outlaws are still at large. The only certain news was contained in a letter sent by Ned Kelly to Mr. Cameron, a member of Parliament, averring that he shot Kennedy in fair fight, and that he took to the bush in consequence of being unlawfully imprisoned and hunted down by the police.

The escape of the gang may seem very extraordinary, but only those who have lived in the Australian mountain ranges can understand how easy it is for those familiar with the bush to avoid pursuit. Thickets of impenetrable scrub; huge fallen trees entwisted with creepers into a sort of savage barricade; a sunless gloom of saplings growing less than a foot apart; now and then great rocks split into gullies where a regiment might camp unseen. Suddenly the explorer, parting the branches before him with his hands, finds himself in a little round swamp covered with reeds—an oasis in the desert of civilisation. At the other side the “bush” begins again; the ground rises and becomes more open; the spur of the range juts out and becomes a cliff. Above the natural pathway are spots where three determined men could bar the progress of an army. The inhabitants of the district will conduct you round a rock where you have camped, perhaps for hours, and show you a cavern, or follow the bed of the creek upwards until they emerge upon a plateau from whence they can read the country as from the car of a balloon. Let us add to this the fact, that the majority of these inhabitants regard the police as common enemies, and it will not be difficult to understand how the Kellys have been enabled to escape so long. They have been supplied ever since their flight from Greta with intelligence and food, and it is impossible to say how much longer they may not be enabled to elude pursuit.

[Marcus Clarke continues with information on numerous bushrangers and concludes his article with the following paragraph.]

The history of these unhappy men is, like all histories which deal in the play of adventure, danger and death, exciting and interesting. In some cases—as in that of Swallow and his bold attempt for liberty—one may feel momentary sympathy with the men risking their lives in pursuit of freedom. [This was a story related earlier by Clarke about Swallow, a convict, who escaped with others on board the Cypress and was hanged when he returned to England.] But I think that the feeling with which the generality of men rise from the perusal of such records as these, is that of the hopelessness of contending with the law. A brief and unsettled time of adventure and license is all that the bushranger can hope for. The noose dangles perpetually above his head. In all cases we see him finally caught, tried and hanged. His last words on the scaffold are those of reckless despair, or bitter remorse. “This is the happiest day of my life!” said a bushranger to Dr. Ross, when that good man accompanied him to the gibbet. The conclusion drawn from the histories of robbers and outlaws is simple. Crime is a mistake. It does not pay. And this is a lesson which, if once thoroughly taught, will do more to check such outrages as those which I have described, than any quality of religions exhortation.

