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Emotion-charged day

THE AIR of expectation was
combined with the scent of
ceremonial burning eucalyptus and
the sight of Aboriginal flags flying in
the foreground of Parliament House
to set the scene for a day on which
Australia changed profoundly and
thousands were here to witness it.

Many had travelled from around
Australia to take part in the historic
event and watch the Prime Minister
say sorry on the giant screens erected
on the lawns of Federation Mall,
while Canberrans also came along in
their thousands.

It was an attentive crowd: this was

important after all. When Kevin Rudd ~ FOR YOU, MUM: Rita Wright, 55, of Mt rip us apart. We've always CANBERRA Girls Grammar student acknowledgement brought a sense of days.
said “sorry” for the first time, the Druitt, speaks by phone to her mother. acknowledged no one is to blame, it Chloe Breakwell, 17, was moved to peace. A| so on thIS d ay
crowd cheered, jubilantly. As he just happened. But I always say we tears during the apology because, she “It’s like you feel like you belong

delivered his speech they listened

"

~. WHAT'S ON

silently, some nodding, many with
tears in their eyes, others weeping. As
he commended his motion to the
House, there was enthusiastic
applause.

But when the Opposition Leader,
Brendan Nelson, said, “Our
generation does not own these
actions, nor should it feel guilt for
what was done in many, but not all
cases, with the best of intentions,”
there were jeers.

As he spoke of “unintended
consequences’’ they heckled and
some turned their backs to the
screen. When he said there should be
no compensation the crowd chanted,
“Get him off,” while some simply
walked away, having heard all they
needed to hear. Which was, of course,
the word sorry.

‘This is for you, mum’

AS THE speeches continued, Rita
Wright, 55, who had travelled to
Canberra from Mt Druitt, called her
mother on the phone and wept. “This
is for you,” she said. “This is for you.
Love you, mum.”’

Ms Wright was stolen from her

mother, Grace Shillingsworth, at the
age of two, along with her sisters,
four-year-old Christine and Jenny,
who was eight. They were reunited
when Ms Wright was 17.

nation of Kempsey to travel to the
capital for Sorry Day. Paying homage
—with T-shirts and banner - to the
Kinchela Boys’ Home, a place where
many stolen children were housed,
the group was emotional yet buoyant.
Ms Davis, who described her early
life on a mission as similar to that
depicted in the movie Rabbit Proof
Fence, said the Prime Minister’s
apology was recognition of their pain.
“We listened to the Prime Minister
acknowledge all the hurt. It’s not only
the people of the Stolen Generation it
affects, it’s all of us. Acknowledging

BUOYANT: Members of the Dunghutti
Nation Homeland group of Kempsey.

the past of what happened to us as
Aboriginal people, it was just great.”

But for one member of the group —
aman who was stolen from his family
as a child - the event was distressing
and he had to leave.

For Ms Davis, the only
disappointment of the day was
caused by the Opposition Leader’s
words.

“And then to hear the arsehole who
followed the Prime Minister was
disgusting. You know, he just tried to

need to acknowledge the past to live
the present to make a future.”

Power and pride
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MY COUNTRY: Kutcher Edwards, left,
and John Butler share the stage.

pride.” At the end of their poignant
performance, Butler said, “It’s been a
long time coming and we’ve got a
long road ahead of us. Keep your
endurance.”

Kutcher, 42, of Melbourne, said
he’d travelled to Canberra with seven
of his siblings to represent their
parents at the apology.

“They had to deal with six of their
children being forcibly removed,
ironically in the same year that the
Australian people waved a magic
wand and bestowed citizenship to
indigenous people who have been
here since time immemorial.”

Asked what it meant to him to
perform at the event with Butler, he
said, “ ‘How was it for him?’ more like
it, is the question. This is my country,
I come from here . . . he should be
honoured that he’s up on the stage
with an Aboriginal person.”

Bringing it on home

said, being there on the day showed

what to expect on our way down. It’s
just very deeply touching, especially
what [Rudd] said about imagine if it
happened to you and just hearing
people’s stories and the atmosphere,
incredible.”

Chloe asked for permission from
her school to attend the Federation
Mall event because she had been
following the issue and is studying
protest art. She said it seemed to
unify those in the crowd, regardless of
background.

“The atmosphere, the
understanding from everybody and
people crying when you're looking
around, it just really brings it home,”
she said.

End of masquerade

BOUNDING up on stage, his chest
emblazoned with the word “SORRY”,
Environment Minister Peter Garrett
held out a hand in his characteristic
Midnight Oil manner, reaching out to
the crowd, as he broughta
microphone to his mouth.

But as the crowd rapturously
applauded, he refrained from
bursting into song, addressing his
fans instead, describing yesterday as
“hugely important in Australia’s

SORRY, NO SONG: Peter Garrett said
the day was “hugely important”.

history”. As the chant went out for

on which great things may be written. 7

Former chairman of the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation Pat Dodson.

and their country, their culture, their
family and their lives. That
masquerade has gone. The slate is in
part clean now. And it gives us a
fantastic foundation to actually move
forward together.”

Then, without striking a tune, he
promptly left, changed back into his
suit backstage and hurried off back
up the hill.

Important for all

THE most popular man at the event
was not the Prime Minister, it was
actually Troy Cassar-Daly.

The country music star is an

POPULAR MAN: Singer Troy Cassar-
Daly was much in demand with his fans.

indigenous heartthrob. And, as such,
he caused a fair amount of hysteria at
the Sorry Day event, with a crowd of
adoring fans waiting to have photos
taken with their idol.

During a quick break from the
attention, Cassar-Daly said the day
had been an ““emotional
rollercoaster” for him, but the

more so than any day today. There’s
something about the unity this event
has brought to Aboriginal Australia.

And I really feel that it’s a positive

step.

Parliament.
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ON THIS DAY
S

10 YEARS AGO

14 February, 1998

Australians will vote in a referendum
next year on a compromise
“bipartisan” model for a republic, in
spite of its failure yesterday to win an
absolute majority of votes on the final
day of the Constitutional Convention.
A decisive majority of delegates, 89
out of 152, backed a republic in
principle, but only 73 came out in
favour of the model under which an
Australian president would be
appointed by a two-thirds majority of
ajoint sitting of both houses of

50 YEARS AGO

February 14,1958

Canberra is in spic and span readiness
and gaily beflagged for the arrival
this afternoon of the Queen Mother,
making her first touch-down in
Australia on a tour that will last three
weeks. Preparations were completed
yesterday for the official and public
receptions and other arrangements
made for Her Majesty's stay of four

W 1989: Iranian leader Ayatollah
Khomeini issues a fatwa
encouraging Muslims to kill the
author of The Satanic Verses,
Salman Rushdie.
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