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the story 
of a

name: kelly elizabeth o’shea

age: 22

occupation: biomedical science 

student

dreams: to become a doctor 

and work for a world charity 

organisation

Every year Irish girls from 
across the globe gather in the 
small town of Tralee, Ireland, 
to celebrate their heritage as 
part of the Rose of Tralee 

International Festival. Last year, 
Kelly O’Shea, a Queensland girl 
from Toowoomba, joined them. 
The festival, which has been 
held for more than 50 years, 

takes its inspiration from an old 
love song of the same name – 
The Rose of Tralee. The winning 

Rose is the young woman  
who best matches the attributes 

described in the song:  
“lovely and fair”. 
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Why did you want to be a Rose? I’m 
very proud of my Irish Heritage. My 
grandparents had a tough time when 
they came to Australia with four little 
kids in the 60s. I guess it was a tribute to 
them. I knew my family in Ireland would 
be ecstatic as it’s an honour to have an 
International Rose in the family. I also 
knew that the Rose of Tralee involved 
a lot of charity work so I decided there 
was definitely nothing to lose by entering 
and at the very least I would make some 
great new friends.

Is Rose of Tralee your typical kind of 
beauty pageant? If you ask the Irish, 
they’ll tell you it’s not a pageant at 
all but a festival. Rose of Tralee is a 
celebration of the achievements of the 
Irish community around the world, in 
particular their girls!

You mean to say you didn’t have to be 
stick thin and wish for world peace? Not 
at all! The festival is about community 
involvement, relating to others, personality 
and the accomplishments of the entrants. 

So, who can be a Rose? You only have to 
be of Irish descent, 18 – 27 years old and 
unmarried. Some girls aren’t very Irish at 
all, one was even seventh generation!

You mentioned doing charity work. 
Did you enjoy that? Sure did! A huge 
part of entering the Queensland Rose 
was fundraising – and in my case it 
was for Women’s Cancer Research. 
It was a great cause and I just loved 
the interaction with people during my 
fundraising. I was completely blown 
away when I was named Queensland 
Fundraiser Rose.

How did it feel to win the crown? Winning 
the Queensland Rose was phenomenal! 
Queensland Rose attracts confident, 
accomplished, professional young 
women so it was very humbling for me 

to be considered worthy to represent 
them. I didn’t appreciate the enormity 
of the honour until I arrived in Ireland for 
the festival to crowds in the hundreds 
of thousands and children wanting 
autographs. Apparently, 60% of the Irish 
population tune in to watch the TV night. 
It’s Ireland’s highest rating TV show plus 
there are 3.5 million internet viewers!! I 
had no idea about any of this when I 
entered. There is also a live audience 
of 2500 people so you really hope you 
don’t trip over, walking across the stage! 
I never dreamed I could sing and play 
piano live in front of an audience like 
that, but that’s what this festival is about 
- bringing the very best out of you. It has 
given me a great sense of achievement.

Have your family been supportive of 
you? Have they ever! Last year my 
brother and my dad went to a fashion 
show for Rose of Tralee. They were the 
only men there out of 120 people – now 
that’s dedication! During the street 
parade in Tralee my whole family was 
decked out in t-shirts and banners with 
my face on it. They are my biggest fans 
and I adore them for it.

Have you ever been to Ireland before? 
My family went over when I was eleven 
and then again for the Rose festival. I 
visited again in February this year for 
a reunion with some of the entrants in 
the festival. I would dearly love to study 
there next year.

You’ve been overseas a few times now. 
Do you have a favourite place? I know 
it sounds cliché, but Dublin, Ireland 
is my favourite place on earth! I also 
really liked Munich… Paris… Japan and 
Morocco… that’s probably it for now!

So what’s life like for a Rose? Busy! Over 
the last twelve months I have been 
to three Rose reunions, one in Sydney 

and two in Ireland. I have also had to 
carry out my Queensland Rose of Tralee 
duties, attend special events, speak at 
functions and so on.

What’s next on the calendar? I have an 
insanely busy few weeks coming up! 
I’m helping the entrants for this year’s 
Queensland Rose before attending the 
Rose Ball in Brisbane where I will pass 
on my title. Then I have an awesome 
opportunity to climb Mount Kilimanjaro 
in Africa through Voluntary Services 
Overseas (VSO), Rose of Tralee’s charity 
partner. I climb it at the end of June 
but beforehand we’re visiting some 
VSO projects in Nairobi – can’t wait for 
that! So the calendar is pretty full with 
fundraising events for that. The climb is 
being made into a TV documentary to 
be screened in Ireland in August so it will 
be fabulous exposure for VSO.

It seems pretty full on! Would you do 
it all again? No. Crazy answer, I know! 
But being a Rose is a once in a lifetime 
experience! The last twelve months have 
been awesome. I have so many great 
memories but you can’t step in the same 
river twice, as they say. There’s a whole 
world out there waiting for my next 
adventure.

What would you like to tell our Bella 
girls? If you are given an opportunity – 
TAKE IT! Don’t hold back. Be involved 
in your community. You will meet some 
incredible people along the way. And 
get out there and travel! It’ll change 
your perspective on life! 

This edition is about value. What do you 
think makes a girl truly valuable? A girl 
who has integrity and respects herself 
and others. I just can’t place enough 
importance on self-respect. Value 
yourself, love others and always be there 
for them.

Kelly, crowned 2009 Queensland 
Rose, tells us about her experience…


