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Abstract
The vast oral culture of Scotland’s Gypsy-
Travellers was “discovered” by Hamish 
Henderson in the 1950s. Since that þeldwork 
period Traveller culture has undergone ma-
jor social transformation. From an exoteric 
angle it is widely assumed that Scotland’s 
“indigenous nomads” exist only in memory. 
Using the landscape of a traditional family 
camping ground to elucidate and revisit his 
culture, Scottish Traveller Stanley Robert-
sonõs òin-situó knowledge suggests that, 
from within, memory is a vital force for the 
continuity and renewal of Traveller identity. 
My interviews with Stanley reveal parallels 
between memory, place-lore, cyclical jour-
ney and the progressive structure of learn-
ing. His beliefs suggest how, in interaction 
with oral traditions, memories function on 
many experiential levels to build creativity.

It has been a privilege to research the 
cultural traditions and creativity of 

the Scottish Travelling People,1 an indig-
enous and traditionally nomadic group 
credited with the guardianship of one of 
the richest oral cultures in Europe. (Neat 
1996, vii) The pioneering collection work 
of Scottish folklorist Hamish Henderson 
in the early 1950s þrst brought the at-
tention of non-Traveller society to the 
òmagniþcent folk richesó (Neat 1996, 66) 

preserved and nurtured within Travel-
ler culture. Henderson was immedi-
ately captivated by the depth, longev-
ity, dramatic sincerity and stylistic em-
bellishment of the Traveller repertoire 
and his þeldwork yielded a quantity 
of ballads, songs and traditional stories 
which placed Travellers unmistakably 
at the forefront of traditional perform-
ance. Within Scottish society, Travellers 
gained a new venerated status as ubiq-
uitous òtradition-bearersó (von Sydow 
1948, 12-13) that remains uncontested 
today although the nomadic way of life 
that sustained this function is now be-
lieved to have virtually disappeared.
	 Hamish Henderson appeared to 
have stumbled upon Scotland’s “most 
substantially ancientó culture, òlying 
totally unregarded and essentially un-
known,ó (Neat 1996, 65-6) held together 
by blood ties, inheritable knowledge 
and ancestral memory. Looking ear-
nestly for remnants of the past in his 
þeldwork he found them in vast quanti-
ties in the Travellers’ age-old traditional 
repertoire, family structure, ancient clan 
names, and hereditary craftsmanship. 
In addition, Henderson’s knowledge of 
Scottish history led him to view Travel-
lers as an “underground clan system of 
their own,ó (Henderson 1981, 378) the 
tribal remnants of the Gaelic society bro-
ken by the destruction of the clan system 
following the Battle of Culloden in 1746. 
(Kenrick and Clark 1999, 6) Explaining 
to Henderson the difference between a 
Traveller and a singular migrant, one 
young Traveller told him, “that sort of 
lad just lives from day to day, but we 
live entirely in the past.ó (Henderson 
1981, 377-78)
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The Idealisation of the Past
These idealisations of the past now con-
stitute problems of perspective and rep-
resentation on a number of levels. An 
unintended consequence of this early 
collection period has been the develop-
ment of a òdevolutionaryó (Oring 1975, 
41) perspective through which “an in-
tact culture is projected onto the pastó. 
(Okely 1983, 32)  òGleanedó and exten-
sively collected in the 1950s (Nicolaisen 
1995, 73), the creativity of Travellers ap-
parently came to a standstill when the 
folklorists went home. Indexed, shelved 
and saved for posterity, the archives in 
the School of Scottish Studies are now 
where the interested minority can con-
sult a recorded testimony of a now lost 
culture. 2 This golden-age image �����  con-
veys the impression that traveler culture 
in its present form has degenerated into 
the forgotten memories, faceless voices 
and culturally dislocated sounds of re-
corded reels on dusty shelves. 
	 No longer visible by their distinct 
material culture—their wares and 
craftsmanship considered obsolete3—
the Travellers, it would seem, have dis-
appeared completely replaced, if at all, 
by a òdifferentó sort of Traveller. Con-
temporary media representations often 
accentuate this idea. Reports often dis-
tance settled Travellers from the their 
collective past while those Travellers, 
forced by the reality of closed camping 
grounds, to camp on increasingly mar-
ginalised and public spaces are branded 
òrogueó Travellers.4

Of course many Travellers have 
time honoured traditions and lead 
law abiding lives. But an increasing 

number are causing great distress to 
local communities by setting up il-
legal camps on green belt sites and 
building homes without the required 
permission. (Editorial, Scottish Daily 
Mail, March 22, 2005) 

These recent comments are new expres-
sions of an ongoing discourse in which 
Traveller identity is continually contest-
ed and misunderstood. As Betsy Whyte 
remembers from her 1930s childhood, 
“We Travelling people were judged 
without knowledge. Every crime, sin, 
foulness, acts of violence, cruelty, stu-
pidity, and brutish behaviour under the 
sun was, to their [non-Travellers’] way 
of thinking, the heritage of all Travelling 
peopleó. (Whyte 1990, 88) Even when 
expressed in nostalgic and cautiously 
positive terms such as “The Summer 
Walkersó (Neat 1996, vii) and “the mist 
peopleó, (Whyte 1979, 24) these views 
reveal little more than the elusiveness of 
Travellers to settled society. In contrast 
to the distinct ethnic identity by which 
Travellers see themselves Traveller cul-
ture, since the time of its so-named “dis-
covery,ó has been largely deþned by a 
materially rustic form of nomadism, 
and regarded as a way of life already 
threatened with extinction. (Porter and 
Gower 1995, 3-5)

Memory as a Conduit for Knowledge, 
Continuity and Creativity
I would suggest that neither Traveller 
nor sedentary culture can be relegated 
to inactivity and that both have under-
gone similar processes of transforma-
tion. Older settled Travellers feel an 
understandable nostalgia for their lives 
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òon the roadó, using words like òfree-
domó, or phrases like òthe old daysó, 
and òa trip down memory laneó,5 to de-
scribe this sense of loss. The belief that 
their culture is dying out is common 
among the older generation who say 
òsoon there will be no more Travellersó.6 
Others lament the loss of annual gath-
erings, such as berry picking, for their 
combined value as social, working and 
family occasions, and for the encultura-
tion and practical responsibility they of-
fered to younger family members.7

	 However, as Perthshire Traveller 
Fiona Townsley remarked, “Travellers 
have always adaptedó.8 In the absence 
of the real experiences once guaranteed 
by established cultural frameworks, 
Travellers have developed other routes 
to maintain the vitality of their culture 
and the strength of their social memory. 
In public and private performance—the 
key to real integration between peo-
ple and lore—shared memories, retold 
with pride and experience, become en-
ergetic forces that revitalise the culture 
and strengthen family cohesion from 
within. (Bauman 1971, 33) The work 
of public representatives has sparked 
what some Travellers perceive as “a 
revivaló9 through the sharing of songs, 
stories, and language, or in the teaching 
of crafts such as basket and ÿower mak-
ing to Travelling children. By becom-
ing authors, performers and educators, 
Travellers continue to revisit, verbalise 
and teach the importance of their tra-
ditional identity in self-created ways.10 
Their work is an exemplary model for 
how memory and creativity combine to 
form the impetus that drives traditions 
forward. (Niles 1999, 15)

Relocating Memory in Place and Cul-
ture
From a distant angle, memory is a decep-
tively dormant force, disconnected save 
for bursts of nostalgia from the places 
and contexts of the present. Likewise, 
collections of memory, from recordings 
to heritage sites, can be deadened by im-
posed historicity and accompanied by 
perceptions of loss and social disconti-
nuity. (Nora 1989, 19)
	 Zooming in on the experiential, 
a reversal of òthe Gleanerõs Visionó, 
(Nicolaisen 1995, 71-76) Travellers seek 
to know the past as an access point which 
might inform the present.(Nicolaisen 
2002, 9) One of many natural analogies 
for the past/memory which resonates 
within Traveller culture is that of “the 
carrying streamó. (Macauly 2002) Mem-
ory is understood as a place in continual 
motion, a personal and collective ar-
chive of occasional11 knowledge which, 
like repertoire, is subject to periods of 
increased relevance, creativity or inac-
tivity in contextual relationship to the 
life cycle. (Goldstein 1972, 82) Cultural 
continuity is ensured by strong, well-in-
formed individuals who perpetuate tra-
ditions. (Niles 1999, 15) In Traveller cul-
ture the idea of memory as an ongoing 
stream of conscience makes the content 
of oral traditions contemporary, instruc-
tive and meaningful. Memories transmit 
not only texts but also a coherent learn-
ing processes, the worldviews that pro-
vide the foundations for conþdent crea-
tivity and individualism. When viewed 
as creativity, memory becomes an evolv-
ing store of knowledge, a source of in-
formed òimitationó and individualistic 
originality. (Kristeller  1983, 110-1)
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Looking in on Places of Knowledge
These core òacademicó12 themes place 
narrative and symbolic representation 
within the didactic structure of Traveller 
culture. Moving beyond the linear into 
the idea of places as vessels or contain-
ers of tradition and symbols of memory 
(Ben-Amos 1999, 298), I will show that 
it is both the cultural structure of recip-
rocal and cyclical interaction between 
place and people (Robertson “Interac-
tion between Man and Natureó, 2002-
2005), and the hostility commonly expe-
rienced when within sedentary culture 
that have given Traveller repertoires 
their breadth, creativity and resourceful 
quality. (Robertson òPoor Circumstanc-
es Rich Cultureó, 2002-2005)
	 Perhaps the most striking way in 
which Traveller traditions are used in 
Traveller contexts is for their implicit 
symbolic and metaphoric undercur-
rents. High importance is placed upon 
sensory experience, evaluation and ef-
fective communication. Their emphasis 
on the ability to understand and em-
body the characters, dramatic propor-
tions and locations of traditional texts 
stresses the importance of an expansive 
understanding derived from use of all 
the senses.
	 North-East Scottish Traveller Stanley 
Robertson describes this intuitive meth-
odology as òmulti-dimensionalityó.13 
Relating texts to places and places to 
people, in òbeingó, òdoingó and òrelat-
ingó knowledge, Stanley illustrates how 
to òlook inó and òdraw outó vital infor-
mation about the essence of his tradi-
tions. òLooking inó14 on settled society, 
the people “much maligned and perse-
cuted for centuriesó (Robertson 2001) 

have gained an extra edge of perceptive-
ness in often unpredictable surround-
ings. òLooking inó on the landscape is 
also a core aspect of how Travellers have 
constructed their traditional world and 
learned to òreadó their environment.

Roads and the Lifecycle
This methodology þnds illustration in 
the multiple narratives of Jack, the epic 
hero of Traveller tradition. On his quests 
Jack is reminded, “You are not without 
knowledgeó. (Robertson 1983, 18) He is 
aided by “ancestral wisdom, the power 
of nature and magic, and the realisation 
of his own potentialó, and ultimate suc-
cess lies in his ability to apply the re-
sources of his memory and keen wits. 
(Douglas 2007, 52) Using a geographic 
model to construct journeys as life paths 
these narratives conceptualize educa-
tion as progressively attained knowl-
edge.15 (Daniels and Nash 2004, 449) 
The commentary of Apache storyteller 
Dudley Patterson aligns well with the 
Traveller worldview built on “looking 
inó and òdrawing outó. Patterson ties 
these reciprocal themes together, ending 
with the resounding implication that the 
responsibility and impetus to remember 
lie with the individual.

How will you walk along this trail of 
wisdom? Well, you will go to many 
places. You must look at them closely. 
You must remember all of them. Your 
relatives will talk to you about them. 
You must remember everything they 
tell you. You must think about it, and 
keep on thinking about it, and keep 
on thinking about it. You must do 
this because no one can help you but 
yourself... Wisdom sits in places. It’s 
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like water…you also need to drink 
from places. You must remember 
everything about them. You must 
learn their names. You must remem-
ber what happened at them long ago. 
You must think about it and keep on 
thinking about it. And your mind 
will become smoother and smoother. 
(Basso 1996, 70)

Traveller tradition abounds with ����nar-
ratives that tie together geography and 
metaphor to recover ancestral memory. 
Founded upon the perpetuation of this 
memory, Traveller traditions caution 
that “only knowledge applied can be-

come wisdomó.16 Passed down in oral 
tradition, traditional texts contain “su-
pra-narrativeó associations, principles 
that enable their interpretation through 
multiple levels of perception. (McCarthy 
1990, 11-12) Places òbecomeó through 
memory, and memory teaches through 
place.

The Old Road of Lumphanan
The discussion that follows seeks to fur-
ther unfold the triadic interaction be-
tween the Traveller themes of journey, 
memory and place. In the concealed 
Traveller topography of North-East 

Stanley Robertson on the Old Road of Lumphanan in Autumn 2007
Photo by Steve Webb
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Scotland, Aberdeen Traveller and in-
ternationally respected tradition-bearer 
Stanley Robertson has found an illustra-
tive way to tell the story of his people’s 
unique knowledge and cultural contri-
bution. Key to his creative approach is 
the use and subsequent development 
of ancient teaching methods, which 
Stanley learned from his people on the 
road as a Travelling child. Speaking of 
his extended family, Stanley offers this 
tribute:

Never in ma life at any time, did I ever 
want to be anything else, than a Trav-
eller. I just wanted to be amongst the 
people where I was born and loved…
Nurtured and cocooned in love and 
happiness. And these people had a 
form of literacy that I never ever seen 
in the University. These folk could tell 
you the most wonderful things. They 
educated ye [you], and they took me 
on cultured excursions all ma life.17

Stanley has clearly inherited this ability 
to educate through tradition. His “in-
situó18 narratives combine big ballads, 
songs and stories with family memories 
and place-lore,19 using the framework 
of journey to take the uninformed on 
òcultured excursionsó into the social, 
material and elemental òrubricó20 of his 
culture. It is through his vision of a re-
vered Aberdeenshire landscape, “the 
Old Road of Lumphanan,ó a traditional 
camping ground for many generations 
of his family, that I now attempt to de-
scribe his many-levelled journey into 
memory in its most vital, reverent and 
creative form.

A Landscape of Memory
Lumphanan lies twenty-four miles west 
of Aberdeen between the rivers Don 
and Dee in rural Aberdeenshire. In the 
summer months this village was on part 
of a network of cyclical journeys taken 
by Stanley’s family as they followed 
seasonal work opportunities. Today 
deserted save for local walkers the Old 
Road of Lumphanan conceals a treasury 
of human engagement known only to 
the initiated eye. Retelling its past (as 
per Nicolaisen 1984, 271), Stanley recre-
ates the road as he states is has always 
functioned in his mind, as “a training 
ground.ó Stanleyõs vast repertoire comes 
of nights spent at the þreside hearing ac-
complished singers, storytellers, pipers 
and musicians. From instructing Stanley 
in the practical skills of building a camp, 
þnding clean water, pearl þshing and 
hawking to imparting a detailed knowl-
edge of the natural environment, its 
music and history, his family instilled in 
him a knowledge that always matched 
his stage of learning. However, the most 
striking aspect of his inheritance is his 
holistic view of the landscape. Stanley’s 
expansive worldview encompasses the 
material, ancestral, ethereal and eternal 
as ever present resources. Lumphanan’s 
spiritual geography is made manifest 
through his ability to interpret its nat-
ural òsigns and portents,ó as he calls 
them, skilfully.21

“Through the Eye of the Skull”
It was in early childhood at Lumphanan 
that one of Stanley’s key mentors, his 
Great Auntie Maggie Stewart, taught 
him how to access these expansive di-
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mensions. After listening as he described 
to her a decayed animal skull lying by 
the side of the road, Maggie asked him 
what he could see from inside the skull. 
Stanley, then aged þve or six, remem-
bers:

I immediately wint inside the yak o 
the dead animal and I came to a place 
faur there were canyons, caverns, wa-
terfalls mountains, animals o aa kinds 
and colours and smells, and the rick 
mi tick 22 o the inside unfolded tae 
me. And awa in the distance I heard 
the auld woman caa me tae come 
back tae me again. And I described 
tae her aa the things I experienced wi 
vivid colours and every sense inside 
honed up.23

Going òthrough the eye of the skulló 
denotes a methodology for the meta-
physical relocation of self, one that uses 
a material access point to elicit a depar-
ture into ònarrative timeó. (Nicolaisen 
1991, 3) From this central point of vision 
anything may be intuitively understood 
by looking òthrough spiritual eyesó.24 
Gifted with the prophetic “mantle of 
the storytelleró,25 Stanley has developed 
a transferable principle, “the spirit of 
discernmentó,26 which uses insight to 
teach tradition from all perceptible an-
gles. Building upon his vivid memories 
and sense of loyalty to his ancestors to-
day he has taken their creative poten-
tial further than any of his predecessors 
may have thought possible. Returning 
from this transformational experience, 
his Auntie Maggie reminded him:

Weel today I hae taught ye a valu-
able lesson and that is ye will þnd oot 
and discover mair frae gaun inside 

the rubric o the thing, than ye will 
by lookin’ at a front dimension ... ye 
will learn mair in ten seconds inside 
a thing than ye wid looking and ob-
serving frae the outside.27

The Symbolic Landscape
On the Old Road where he þrst ab-
sorbed this principle Stanley urges visi-
tors, often researchers or students of tra-
ditional song, to replicate this spirit of 
discernment and “cast off their mantles 
of academiaó28 to gain an unclouded in-
sight into Traveller traditions.
	 The gateway to the Old Road provides 
a similar point of transition. Passing this 
metaphoric boundary and “leaving the 
world of drudgeryó,29 Stanley remarks 
that we are now in a place of timeless-
ness and ancestral connection. Emblem-
atic of freedom and self-renewal the Old 
Road of Lumphanan never fails to offer 
new learning experiences and conþrm 
his people’s ability to create a rich culture 
in poor circumstances. (Robertson “Poor 
Circumstances Rich Cultureó, 2002-2005)
	 Though camping has not been permit-
ted here since the mid-1950s, this three-
mile stretch of woodland track remains a 
focal point for his family tradition, which 
fuses natural landmarks with history, 
such as the murder of Macbeth, inherited 
knowledge and memories of ancestors.30 
(McCombie 1845, 1083) However, the 
core narratives that bring the Old Roadõs 
meaning to life are experiential memo-
rates and traditional repertoire passed 
down through family. The Old Road of 
Lumphanan was once part of the ancient 
network of droving roads that formed a 
central crossing point for cattlemen be-
tween highland and lowland Scotland. 
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While this aspect of the road reafþrms 
Stanley’s sense of belonging there, tradi-
tion tells him “this road has known Trav-
ellers since time immemorialó.31

	 Leaving the gate behind, Stanley 
treats the landscape as an evolving 
record of the past, one that unfolds in 
his step-by-step building of a walking 
material and symbolic alignment, a sen-
sibility reÿected in his knowledge of the 
road’s rich narratives. In contrast to the 
òofþcialó map, Stanleyõs family describe 
the rivers Dee and the Don as supernat-
ural beings (Robertson 1988, 128-29):

Ma mither used to say that this par-
ticular land [here] between the river 
Dee and the river Don – and they 
used to say lang ago that the Don wis 
the warlock and the river Dee wis the 
witch. And this land between it wis 
for her bairns. This land wis oors aa 
richt because there’s only twa hoos-
es. But this road has been known for 
many, many supernatural happen-
ings … there’s a lot o happiness on 
this auld road. And every time I ging 
up it I could aye sort o feel the spirits 
o the past …32

These inside representations of the land-
scape imply a worldview of reciprocal 
nurture and give an impression of the 
stewardship, idealism and symmetry 
that is part of the road’s muse. Land-
marks become “actualisations of the 
knowledge that informs themó (Basso 
1996, 57), reÿecting the security offered 
to the community by the land. (Robert-
son 2005)  Symbolising black and white 
magic in balance, the spring well which 
marks the life–giving, social “heart’s 
blood of the roadó (Stanley often uses 

ballad commonplaces in his everyday 
speech. See this also in Buchan 1997, 
145) is similarly protected, puriþed by 
the presence of a rowan and oak tree on 
either side.33  As these themes unfold, 
Stanley’s narratives bring a growing 
realisation of why, in much simpliþed 
outsider terms, the Traveller way of life 
has been associated with an imagined 
òcloseness to natureó. (Nord 2006, 46)
	 The traditional camping grounds of 
Scottish Travellers have formed private 
community spaces where their skills, 
values, and rich culture could ÿourish. 
Journey, which for many settled Travel-
lers is today more an ideal than a reality, 
still signiþes a release from cruel treat-
ment and the social constraints of set-
tlement or enforced schooling. Journeys 
to the Old Road, which Stanley and his 
relatives have described as their “spir-
itual homeó, continue to renew feelings 
of purpose and vitality that are echoed 
in many Traveller narratives. In sharp 
contrast to city life Stanley remembers 
Lumphanan as a place of plenitude and 
visual splendour:

Because this wis the place where ye en-
joyed the best pairt o yer life! Ye used 
tae wait until ye could feel the þrst 
smell of broom on the air. And how 
happy ye wid be þn ma father wid 
get his horse and his cairt, and we’d 
tak aa the things that ye needed, and 
just left the hoose in Aiberdeen, and 
ye wid come oot intae the Old Road o 
Lumphanan. As I come up this hill, I 
was so happy. And I lookit  round this 
beautiful, glorious clear sky in a sum-
mer afternoon. And in ma vista before 
me, I could see the Mither Tap o Ben-
nachie. I could see Benahighlie with 
its very distinct little cairn. I could 
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look over by Tarland and see Morven. 
I could look further round I could see 
Lochnagar. And then I could see the 
distinct shape o Clachnaben – which 
looks like a lady lying down. And 
ye know ma spirits were very, very 
elevated … But I remember coming 
down to ma folk. What a welcome there 
was. And on the edge of the glimmer, 
the þre, there was a big biling kettle 
always þlled tae the gunnel. And this 
woman gave us tea and ‘duke sharras’ 
this is ducks eggs. And ye ken this, I 
just thought to maself ... The Kingdom 
of Heaven couldna be any better than 
what this was.34

Though the landmarks of the Old Road 
are the natural vernacular features of the 
Scottish landscape, the traditionalisa-
tion of this space is built on analogies. In 
its inner enclosure and outward expan-
siveness Lumphanan conveys a sense of 
natural safety and orientation, with cu-
riosity for what lies beyond. Stories de-
pict the Old Road with its surrounding 
hills as a òland betwixt and betweenó,35 a 
liminal space where, it is implied, a per-
son’s greatest potential can be realised  
(this is Stanley’s description though it 
matches many conclusions drawn by 
folklorists. See Abrahams 2003, 213).

Place as Memory and Memory in Place
The principle of “going through the 
eye of the skulló is an endorsement of 
individual experience and exploration. 
Stanley, who has since invented a multi-
tude of similarly-illustrative techniques, 
teaches visitors how to access and expe-
rience this òplaceó within themselves. 
Now, as an adult and exceptional story-
teller, these abilities have become þnely 
tuned. He remembers:

Ye had a whole world at your com-
mand and that’s where pure creativ-
ity is. And that’s where real story tell-
ing and writing and aa these things 
come from...it’s looking wi yer spir-
itual eyes…ye’ve got this inner eye…
And when that eye opens…Noth-
ing’s a barrier to you. You can go to 
any place...36

This  exploratory approach creates his 
experience-centred dialogue with the Old 
Road. Held within its geography, tran-
sient like the passage of time and season 
until narrated into story-time, Stanley’s 
ability to bring out stories in this way of-
ten has the effect of connecting others to 
the place of their own muse or source of 
conþdence. 37 One visitor, now a storytell-
er, related how Stanley’s tale of “Tammy 
Toddleó38 caused her to revisit her father’s 
stories. She returned from this metaphys-
ical journey with a renewed faith in con-
tinuing with her inheritance.

Tammy Toddle (excerpt) 
Tammy Toddle he’s a canty chiel 
good humoured, person 
Sae cousie and sae canty kindly	
And the fairies liked him unca weel 	
very, well	  
And they built him a wee hoosie 	
a little house  
(Higgins 2006, CD 1, Track 6)	

In Stanley’s narratives the supernatural 
world is separated only by thin veils. 
His story of Jinty, who lives in the fairy 
kingdom under the Old Road and is 
able to come to the surface to play with 
a Traveller child because she believes re-
iterates an appeal to the importance of 
memory (Robertson 2002-2005):
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Whin fairies are nae remembered by 
folks then they jist vanish intae obliv-
ion. Fit this really means is that they 
gang intae hiding and winnae come 
oot for hunners o years. Sometimes 
the conditions between men and fair-
ies become strained and the fairies jist 
close themsels hinnie awa frae man-
kind.39

Underlying this tale is a reiteration of the 
importance that remembering has to the 
continuity of traditional knowledge.	
The òrick mi tickó40 of Lumphanan un-
folds, paradoxically, through a form of 
forgetting. Using the framework of pro-
gressive journey Stanley’s narratives 
lull visitors and audiences into “the 
land where stories growó41 through the 
distracting activities of walking and lis-
tening. Stories invoke the footsteps and 
voices of ancestors, the sounds of ancient 
music carried by the wind or supernatu-
ral visions of ghostly beings and other-
worldly tribes. Stanley’s beliefs add a 
conditional element to such deeply-in-
formed experiences:  the necessity of at-
tentiveness, òthrough a vigorous conÿa-
tion of attentive subject and geographi-
cal object, places come to generate their 
own þelds of meaningéAnimated by 
the thoughts and feelings of the persons 
that attend to them, places…yield to 
consciousness only what consciousness 
has given them to absorbó. (Basso 1996, 
56) With òevery sense inside honed upó, 
òthe world itself begins to breathó, (In-
gold 1993, 16) as though the road itself is 
memory, and nature a co-existent actor 
that can impose the past upon the here 
and now.
 

The Summer Seat
One story that illustrates these themes 
is òThe Summer Seató, which describes 
a place tinged with the tragic memory 
of a Traveller woman named MacPhee 
found murdered there shortly after 
the First World War. Although she was 
denied the justice and concern usu-
ally given to any member of the settled 
population,42 Stanley always stops here, 
singing a song in her memory. A non-
Traveller visitor, poet and psychic medi-
um, Steven Webb,43 was asked to “tune 
inó to this event. He recounts what fol-
lowed, “What I was guided by spirit to 
do…was to actually taste, to lick a bit 
o the bench [laughs]…To get a taste of 
the metal, you see? Where the paint had 
rusted away a bit. And then…the next 
thing, it was very strange, was to kiss 
the stone wall, a wee bit of mossy stone 
walló.44 Webb explains the logic behind 
these actions:  “[I had] to ask the stones 
and the bench and the trees to tell me 
the story that they witnessed. Because 
the stone saw it…the bench saw it…I 
meanéitõs a bit like they were thereó!45

	 This experience aligns well with the 
ideal of the road as a representation of 
the all-seeing, restorative power of na-
ture. A poem connected with place un-
folded as the spirits of Traveller witness-
es recounted the event, “I was feelin aa 
the emotions coming through meó.46 In 
addition to exposing the acts of local de-
ception surrounding Lilian MacPhee’s 
death the poem, which gives voice to 
the thoughts of Lilian MacPhee, poign-
antly acknowledges her sadness that her 
life is remembered today only because 
it was so violently cut short. Her story 
provides a striking example of memory 


