
It’s a cultural thing. Or is it?

written by Michael Collins

(excerpts)
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1.

I have a daughter; she is thirteen years old. She is in third year, going into fourth
year in secondary school. She is the only child in our whole extended family to go
to secondary school. And as a matter of fact, she is the only Traveller out of nine
hundred pupils in the school.

She got off the bus one day and came to me. ‘Daddy’, she said, ‘I want to leave
school because all my cousins are laughing at me because I come on to the site
with a uniform on me.’

I said, ‘you are staying in school, you’re getting an education and doing your
leaving cert and finishing school.’

‘But daddy’, she said, ‘it is not fair. All the girls have left school and some of them
are getting married.’

‘Look daughter, I don’t own your cousins, I own you, I want things to be different
for you. It is up to their mothers and fathers to make things better and different for
them. You stay in school, daughter, and you get an education, and it will be better
for you and for other Travellers in the long run. Will you do that for me?’

She looked at me and said, ‘Daddy can I ask you a question?’ she said. ‘Daddy, you
and mommy left school at twelve and the two of ye did alright, didn’t ye, and ye
survived.’

‘You know nothing about me education, daughter, or about me when I was a
child, daughter, you do not understand – I was robbed out of my education.’

She said, ‘what you mean you were robbed? Tell me your story.’ ‘Tell you my story?’
I said, ‘I was robbed out of my education, daughter, and so was every Traveller
child who was forced into segregated schools in this country, both north and
south. ROBBED, we were robbed…’
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2.

My earliest memories where when we were stopping with my grandfather and
grandmother outside Edenderry. My grandfather was known as Mick Collins and
my grandmother was known as Biddy Collins, but to other Travellers, Mick was
known as Puckeen Collins and she was known as Biddy Doyle. He had an old
wagon and tent and a big grey mare with a little black foal.

My daddy had a wagon and a tent and a black horse and a greyhound.

We were living in the woody crossroads. I remember my mommy put two dresses
on me and Johnny and tied us to the wattles of the tent. My mommy used to tie
us to the wattles because she was afraid that we would get hurt. There was no one
else on the road to mind us.

So, she tied us to the wattles and this guard came along one day on his big black
bike and said, ‘good evening to ya, missus Collins’. She explained to the guard that
she had to get sticks and water and there was no one on the road to mind us
cause we were all young, and me daddy was gone hunting through the field. The
guard took off his hat, scratched his head, and said, ‘untie the children, Mrs Collins’,
and went off on his big black bike. He came back with a big bundle of sticks and
went off again and came back with a big churn can of water. I never knew his
name, but he was a nice policeman.

I remember saying to me mommy, one day, I said, ‘I could understand you tying us
to the wattles of the tent, but what was the idea of putting two girl’s dresses on
two boys?’ She said, ‘at that time we would’ve put any type of clothes we got on
children, but the reason for the dresses that time was because we were so poor
and we couldn’t afford the nappies when ye were out playing, wherever it dropped
it stood, if you know what I mean’, she said.
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3.

See, me daddy knew that they were building new huts and we would get one of
the old ones; see, we were getting Uncle Tom’s hut. He was called Horse Tom. Me
and our Martin and Johnny used to go over and look at the hut because Tom’s
new hut wasn’t ready yet. The new hut that Tom was getting had 3 bedrooms, a
toilet, bathroom, kitchen and sitting room all under one roof. And the tin hut we
were getting had a place for a bed, sink, range and a small place for a toilet, and
outside of the hut that we used to sleep in and it has no toilet and no electricity.
Me mommy and daddy used to sleep in the little tin hut. Because of the range
and the sink in the kitchen, me mommy used to do all the cleaning and cooking in
the hut, but sometimes if any of us got sick, we would sleep in the little tin hut
with mommy and daddy. But we had electricity now, we had a toilet and running
water. Do you know what my daddy did one day? My daddy came home with this
massive television and he put it on top of the table, he plugged it in and turned it
on, and he said to us, ‘well would you look at that!’ And I was looking: it was a
coloured television picture clear, and my daddy pressed the other button and it
had RTE 2, because you see, RTE 2 was the new channel. At that time, it was a big
deal, it had all the new programmes, and it had my favourite programme: Sesame
Street.

Actor singing: ‘Will you tell me how to get to Sesame Street...’

I used to love Big Bird. My daddy turned up the television. ‘Ah’, he said, ‘look at
that’. I said, ‘what’s wrong, daddy?’ He said, ‘there is no sound on the television,
isn’t that terrible’.

I said, ‘it’s no good if I can’t hear Big Bird singing!’ ‘It has a great picture, son, but it
has no sound’. My daddy opened up the back of the big brown telly and he took
off the speaker. There was loads of little dead pink, baldy mice in the speaker and
they were dead. What happened was when my daddy turned on the television,
electricity shot through the telly into the speaker and killed all the little mice and
then they blew out the speaker for pure badness.
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(…)

My daddy went off and he came back with this other television. The other
television was an old big black and white television and that television had sound
but no picture.

Do you know what my daddy done? My daddy put the black and white television
with no picture under the table and covered it with a tablecloth and put the
coloured television with the picture on top of the table, ha ha! So that meant we
could look at the picture and listen to the sound down there.

But because the black and white TV was so old, it didn’t have RTE 2, so that meant
we only had the sound for RTE 1. So that meant we had no sound for Big Bird, but I
tell you when mommy and daddy used to go off, we would put on RTE 1 for sound
and look at RTE 2. Big Bird had a lot of strange accents that time.

(…)

But we were so happy, now we had electricity and a toilet. And two televisions, ha
ha!
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4.

One day, I was in school, and this new nun came in. Her name was Antenine. She
wasn’t a nice nun. She was what Travellers would call a gammy nun. She said to us
one day, ‘Come on children, draw a picture of your homes’. We said, ‘Yeah’, ‘cause
we were always drawing pictures, ‘did you say a picture of our homes?’ She said,
‘Yeah’, so I started drawing the picture of the trailer, windys, I drew the open fire, I
was just about to draw in the dog, and she came to the fellow in front of me and
says, ‘no no no no no no’, and then she came to me and said, ‘no no no no no,
that’s not a house’.

‘What, sister?’

‘That’s not a home. A home is a house with doors and windows and a garden
fence and a tree in it.’

I say, ‘but sister, we live in trailers, sister, this is our house, this is our home.’ ‘

That’s not a home, I’ll show you what a home is.’

So she went up to the board and drew a house with the windows, garden, fence
and a tree. It was like something out of a black and white film. She says, ‘whoever
copies this down the best will get a surprise, and just say I drew the best picture’.
She sat down and she said nothing. I said, ‘excuse me, sister’. ‘Yes, what is it?’ ‘You
said, sister, whoever drew the best picture would get a surprise.’ In a low voice I
said, ‘surprise, surprise’, then I said it out loud, ‘surprise’. ‘No’, she says, ‘that is not
how you pronounce it, you’re not getting it’. Probably just another apple anyway.

(…)

One day, we came home in the van and we had the ball, the football boots and our
auld bag. Some of the boys in the site were standing at the wall at the fire, and
there was a man and woman with them. One of the boys whistled. And he said
this man and woman are starting off a course, a personal development course. We
didn’t know what they were talking about. They said they were trying to get a
mixture of 24 young people, 12 boys and 12 girls to join this course. We said – 12
girls? One of the boys says, ‘I wouldn’t mind giving that a go’. Most of the young
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girls on the site were matched off or engaged. So we said we would give this a go.
This was the first time there was a mixed course.

(…)

One of the first sessions we had with John O’Connell, there were about 16 or 17
young people sitting in a circle. John wrote this word on the blackboard and we
didn’t know how to read it. John says, ‘Has anyone here ever been discriminated
against?’ The room went quiet for a minute. We all looked at each other. We
couldn’t read the board and even if we could have, we still didn’t understand what
he was saying. One of the young fellas said, ‘I was never locked up before in my
life’, and another young fella said, ‘I was only getting a lift in the car, I didn’t know it
was robbed’. Because John knew where we came from, he said, ‘Oh wait, sorry. I’ll
put that in a different way. Has anyone here ever been put out of a shop,
restaurant, pub or not been left on a bus?’ All the hands went up, and all the
stories came flooding out.

(…)

Then we started learning about Traveller health and we learned about infant
mortality rate, and Travellers’ life expectancy, that Travellers only lived to 55. This
started worrying the young people, because their mothers and fathers were nearly
that, so they only have a few years left with them. As we progressed through the
course, we became members of staff and management. At one of the
management meetings, one of the country people brought up an item about the
pension scheme and we asked them what it was, because we didn’t know, and he
explained that the government takes so much money out of your wages every
week and you get it back when you’re sixty-five. The Travellers looked at each
other and said, ‘ye said a couple of months ago that we were goanna die at 55, so
who is goanna collect our money when we’re dead?’ Needless to say, we didn’t go
for that pension scheme.

So that is my story so far, daughter.
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