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SUBJECT: The Morrison Government’s refusal to award Teddy Sheean a 
posthumous VC. 
  

AARON STEVENS, HOST: Let's go to the Deputy Leader of the Australian Labor Party 

and the Shadow Minister for Defence, Richard Marles this morning. Thank you for your 

time. 

  

RICHARD MARLES, DEPUTY LEADER OF THE AUSTRALIAN LABOR PARTY: Great 

to be here, Aaron. 

 

STEVENS: So what is this? It's a review into a review, isn't it? 

  

MARLES: It makes very little sense at all. I think this is a fig leaf on the part of the 

Government. I hope what it represents is that they're moving in the right direction but it 

really makes no sense. I mean you've got an independent body which is the Defence 

Honours and Awards Appeals Tribunal, whose job it is to review cases such as that of 

Teddy Sheean, they did. They looked at it thoroughly. They looked at it from the start 

through to the end. They found there was new and compelling evidence and a sense that 

the way in which Teddy Sheean's case was originally assessed back in the 1940’s didn't 

properly credit him with what he had actually done. And on the basis of that, their 

unanimous recommendation was that he should be awarded a VC. Now, I don't really 



understand why that's not the end of the story right there. I mean, on the face of it you look 

at Teddy Sheean's story and what's at the heart of a Victoria Cross is that you show a 

disregard for your own life in terms of trying to save and protect others. Well Teddy 

Sheean's story speaks exactly to that. I mean, this is a young man who had been shot and 

wounded, strapped himself to a gun in order to fire a Japanese aircraft- manages to bring 

one down- does all of that knowing that he will die- knowing he'll die- in order to save his 

fellow seamen. It's a remarkable story. It doesn't surprise me that when this independent 

body reviews it they come up with the conclusion that he should be awarded a VC. And the 

idea that it now needs some new, one off independent review of the independent review, I 

just think is silly. But you know, what we want, what we all want here is for Teddy Sheean 

to be ultimately awarded this Victoria Cross and I think that's important for his family. You 

know you heard Gary there, but actually Aaron, it's really important for the nation. There 

are not many of these in our history that have been awarded. Victoria Crosses tell a 

remarkable story about the nature of bravery in the most difficult of circumstances and 

those stories together are an inspiration for us all. And it's really important that Teddy 

Sheean's personal story takes its place amongst those others, to inspire our nation. So I 

actually think for the sake of the country. I think it's really important that this VC is ultimately 

awarded. 

  

STEVENS: And I don't mind saying this because again, I've said it over and over again; we 

need this now more than ever. After everything we've been through, this is a great 

opportunity for the Prime Minister to give us a hero, to look up to and someone we can 

move forward with. 

 

MARLES: Exactly that, Aaron. And it is that sense of inspiration that comes from the 

stories of the VC. I mean one of the real privileges for me in my role as Shadow Defence 

Minister is that you know, I've had the opportunity to go through and read a lot of those 

stories, I've met people who've been awarded the VC and it really does speak to 

extraordinary human behaviour. And to think that that's a part of our makeup is really 

inspiring for everyone but for that inspiration to mean something, it's really important that 

these stories are properly acknowledged and told. And that's why if Teddy Sheean is 

awarded the VC then he becomes pride of place in terms of the Australian War Memorial 

and his story will absolutely be memorialized there- and in a different way, I mean it is to a 

degree already of course, but it will be even more. And it stands as you rightly say; as an 

inspiration for all of us during a really difficult time. I mean, an independent body whose job 

it is to look at this has gone through it thoroughly and unanimously recommended that this 

should occur. So now it should occur. Like that- it's a really simple matter in my mind from 



here on in. And you know, we've heard the Prime Minister talk about it would be a problem 

to set up two systems of awards- I mean, I'm not sure how that sits with the Government 

now setting up this own independent review because it won't solve those issues. 

Fundamentally, I think the bottom line here is an independent body has reviewed these 

actions and they've found them to constitute the awarding of a Victoria Cross. A Victoria 

Cross should now be awarded to Teddy Sheean. 

 

STEVENS: So we should pay some sort of respect to this panel because it's an impressive 

gathering of people, isn't it? 

 

MARLES: Look, it is an impressive gathering of people and they will no doubt have a look 

at this very closely. I mean Brendan Nelson is somebody who I have the utmost regard for, 

his role in politics of course- he played for a different team than me but he was a hugely 

important contributor to Australian public life in his time in Parliament- and then in 

diplomacy and ultimately as the head of the Australian War Memorial where he really was 

wonderful in that role. Brendan will bring a lot of sensitivity to this whole question. So you 

know there are good people here. But we do need to get this resolved. And it does seem to 

be doubling up on what has already occurred, in terms of an independent body reviewing 

the circumstances here. Teddy Sheean's story is completely remarkable. It deserves a 

Victoria Cross. An independent panel has found that. It's really now time for the sake of his 

family and for the sake of the nation, that this be brought to a conclusion and that this 

Victoria Cross be awarded. 

  

STEVENS: One of the biggest frustrations in this argument is that if Teddy Sheean 

receives the VC, we're going to see the floodgates open. We've heard from VC Keith 

Payne- everyone I've spoken to has said that's just not going to happen. Do you believe it 

is going to happen? 

 

MARLES: No I don't. And I think that there are processes that are set up which review 

history- and rightly do that. Because sometimes, at the time, not all the facts are known 

and not all the facts are brought to bear and the various awards that are given, and that's 

why we do reviews of this kind. And indeed around the world this is not a particularly 

remarkable process. Theodore Roosevelt was awarded a Congressional Medal of Honor, 

the highest award in the American system almost a century after his effort of bravery in 

conflict. I mean, this kind of reviewing of circumstances is not a particularly remarkable set 

of events. And if reviews in the future look at a particular circumstance and discover that it 

wasn't properly considered at the time and that the act was brave enough to give rise to a 



 

VC well then that is what should happen. But I don't think we're going to see floodgates 

open. There's only been about 100 odd VCs awarded in Australia's history, these are really 

rare events- and they are rare stories and it is good enough for me that the independent 

tribunal sees that he should get one. 

  

STEVENS: Hopefully next time we talk it will be after a positive result from that review 

committee. 

  

MARLES: Yeah, I really look forward to that day, Aaron. 

  

STEVENS: Thank you for your time. 

  

ENDS 
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