The Hardest Word

(excerpts)



()

My mother was a practical woman, whatever life threw at her she made the best
of it and it killed her, no Waltonesque happy little endings for us. | can’t remember
what | had for my dinner yesterday, but | can remember everything about
growing up, every little bit. We were all sick that year and through the winter on
and off, we were picking strawberries, eating a few as we went along just like we
always did. That year though was the year they started using DDT, a horrible
pesticide that Killed birds and everything else that came into contact with their
precious fruit. No one told us we ate them as usual and only found out when we
were all throwing up the next day and couldn’'t work. It was serious, the farmer
was really concerned, those fruits were desperately needed for Wimbledon.

Can you imagine an employer being allowed to let workers, especially children,
work amongst that stuff? But of course, we were only Tinks, scum we didn't
matter, we hardly existed until harvest and picking and wars of course.

It was a Tuesday, I'd just watched the new first minister get elected, the new great
hope to steer Scotland the brave to even greater success, become a real player in
Europe. Scotland would be a land of opportunity for all, we would build on the rich
history and diversity of our people. That sounded hopeful even to an old cynic like
me.

So, | composed a letter and sent it to him. | felt a whole lot better when I'd written
it and better still when it was safely in the post box. | could even imagine him
reading it.

Dear First Minister,

Today the Aboriginal people of Australia were apologised to, and rightly so.
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Can I, as one of Scotland’s Aborigines, ask my parliament for an ‘apology’ for
the dreadful and inhuman treatment administered to Scotland’s travelling
people?

After a report undertaken in 1895 by Sir Charles Cameron in the city chambers
in Glasgow, aimed to educate the rural poor and deal with tinkers and vagrants
in Scotland, many of my people were forcibly removed from their campsites and
put into industrial institutions. Some were given to childless couples and also sent
to Australia, boys of twelve and over were sent to the armed forces, girls sent into
service.

Night censuses were undertaken which resulted in forced removal. Those left,
grew up in a land where fear of law, church and authority was the norm. All this
information will be held in archives.

I have a copy of this report, and if you wish, will forward one to you.

Scotland cannot afford to harbour racism but sad to say it is a cancer which
eqats her from within.

We are almost extinct as a culture but there is still enough who would see a
healing if we were recognised as individuals.

My Uncle died for this land and my father fought for it.

My father called us ‘white niggers’ and could never grasp why such a small
country could treat its own people with contempt. He sent a manuscript to
Hamish Henderson which was not published. He died a miserable man.

We don't need the hag’s soup to survive these days, so let's remember the
bard’s words- ‘a man’s a man for a that!”

Sincerely yours,
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| thought he wouldn't reply, but | was wrong, | had a phone call from an aide,
(that's what he called himself) which went along the lines of is that Mrs??? He
then proceeded to tell me just how much the minister had enjoyed my letter and
how it was very timely... blah blah.. something about being a fan of my work,
culturally important, and their vision for Scotland being based on the values of
equality, tolerance and mutual respect... blah, blah, and how the first minister
would love to meet with me and talk about the issues raised in my letter.

We arranged a mutually convenient date and time and off | went to have a nice
chat with the nice first minister, we had a cup of tea, he talked about my work,
he'd obviously been very well briefed. | asked about the letter and the apology and
before he answered | was checked to see if | was carrying any recording
equipment. It was as | expected - a load of blather about how he couldn’t do it but
could refer it to a colleague and it would start its journey through the proper
channels. It's amazing how politicians like things to go through the proper
channels isn't it? Unless of course there's a war or an election to fight, or expenses
to claim.

| was so angry, there | go again, the angry woman, but | was and | just let him have
it straight, did they go through the proper channels when they did all of that to
my people? | want an apology and | want it now, not later

Then | had the phone call, crank from Cowdenbeath? Threatening from Thurso?
Menacing from Montrose? No, a bit closer to home.

The call came from my own sister, she was very animated which is unusual for her,
she said ‘you need to stop this stupid campaign you are showing me and the
family up.” Showing her and the family up if you please, this is the person who has
conveniently rewritten the childhood of her perfectly scripted life; this is the
person who has made a determined and very successful effort to eradicate any
trace of Traveller heritage from her life. Not compatible with golf club
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membership for starters and where would Gerry - sorry ‘Gerald’ - be without his
deals at the golf course.

| just let rip: ‘How bloody dare you! You disgrace our family every time you deny
who you are and for your information, | will not stop this campaign, in fact you've
made me even more determined to see this through." And | put the phone down.
She has always done that to me in the past, | should have done it years ago, it's
very empowering.

My sister is a fantastic net worker; she's connected to just about every person
worth knowing including the first minister. She's always had the knack of spotting
people who are going to be somebody and helping them on their way and then
never letting them forget it. Hence Gerry's - sorry Gerald's - very nice job in the
arts, which even | was used to support; oh, the old heritage bit has its uses
sometimes.

The next day | had another call from my sister using a different tack altogether:
‘Sorry about yesterday I've been very busy, my nerves were just a bit frayed, and
you know that Gerald is up for the new combined arts and heritage post. We've all
been working hard, if you fancy a bit of a break the villa in Majorca’s free for the
next three weeks!

| knew exactly what was going on here, so | told her, ‘Nice try sis but you don't get
rid of me that easy, I'm seeing this campaign through!’

Instead of shrieking like she usually does when she can't get her own way, she very
quietly and deliberately said ‘look you don’'t know who you are dealing with here,
take it any further and | can’t protect you no one can.’

The next day | was invited onto ‘Scotland Speaks' which is a live discussion
programme; | had promised them a controversial show if they could get the
minister on. They did, it was rather a shock to him when he saw | was also on the
panel, but consummate professional he is, didn't try and leave; well how could he
on a live programme without looking ridiculous. The interviewer raised the
guestion about my campaign and the minister answered it with the same one he
gave me.

When | had the chance to reply that's when | really gave it all | had, in fact what |
said was printed in full in the next day’s papers.


http://www.romaheroes.org

| said ‘first minister you have the responsibility now to act on this terrible part of
Scottish history and you can do it now live on air just by saying “sorry” to Scottish
Travellers'. He wouldn't.

‘All those people who come to bonnie Scotland to see the lochs and monster,
shortbread and Greyfriars bobby. They probably think that the worst crime we've
ever committed is the deep-fried mars bar. Well, I'm going to make sure that as
many people as possible around the world know the truth. My father and his
father fought for this country, even though they were treated like dogs they did
their duty, they were man enough and first minister it's clear you are not man
enough to do what needs to be done - just say sorry. Then | threw a glass of water
at him and was wrestled to the floor by his security, taken to the police station, a
statement was taken and | was locked up. There was a deal on the table, sounds so
LA Law, doesn't it? The first minister’s office was prepared to drop it if | dropped
my request for an apology; | wouldn't so | was charged, | wanted my day in court.

As | stood there the magistrate (sheriff?) said to me ‘I believe that this case didn't
have to come to court is that so?’ I'd promised to tell the truth, so | answered yes.
He said, ‘well, in that case, why is the time of this court being wasted?’ | said, ‘I did
something wrong when | threw water in the face of the first minister, and I'm
prepared to be punished and apologise. ‘Well, he said, ‘why don't you apologise
then!

So, | said, ‘I will if he will’
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