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Skye Bridge

Revenge of the
Picts

ISLE OF SKEYE
One man and his obsession could cause
alot of trouble

:RY politician knows them—the ob-
sessives who write densely arpued let-
ters on obscure subjects and won't take no
for an answer. The nightmare is the one
who seems to have a point—like the one on
the island of Skye off the west coast of
Scotland.

In 1984, Brian Robertson, a perfectly
intelligent man, formally changed his
name to Robbie the Pict. Mr Fict was cam-
paigning for Scottish independence. The
Picts were the original Scottish natives,
who were wiped out in the 8th century by
the Scots, who were originally Irish.

MNever mind. An admirer gave Mr Pict
an acre of Skye, which he promptly de-
clared to be the Pictish Free State. He lives
there now and is its diplomatic represen-
tative, The government does not recognise
Pictland.

Mever mind that either. The Pictish Free
State is now also the Scottish People's Mis-
sion apainst unjust laws., One such bad
law, according to Mr Pict, is that allowing
the collection of tells on the Skye Bridge.
They are levied to pay bacl the privately-fi-
nanced £24m ($34.8m) construction cost.
At £5.70 one way for a car, the toll is steep.
Some islanders refused to pay and got
fined, Since then, the toll has been cut for
locals.

Delving into the paperwork, Mr Pict
discovered that the law allowing the col-
lection of tolls was not properly published
and the order allowing the government to
pass on the right to collect them was not
sipned or dated. This means, says Robert
Black, professor of Scots law at Edinburgh
University, that the tolls are illegal.

This sometimes happens with parking
restrictions, and everyvone who has been
fined gets their money back. But Mr Pict's
various appeals against convictions for
non-payment of tolls have all heen re-
jected. Curiously, the judges have ruled
apainst him on grounds other than the de-
fective paperwork, on which they have
avoided pronouncing.

This may be because ruling the paper-
work out of order would cause such a
headache. Tt might mean several million
pounds in compensation for the millions
of people who have paid up and the 124
people who have been fined for not pay-
ing. Trying to back-date a new law to when
the bridge opened might break human
rights legislation. It would even be hard to
get 4 law through the Scottish Parliament
to malee future tolls legal, because the Lib-

eral Democrats, Labour's coalition part-
ners in Scotland, oppose the tolls. Not
passing a new law would mean paying
around fioom compensation to the Bank
of America, the ultimate owner of the col-
lection rights.

Meanwhile, there is now a stand-off be-
tween Mr Pict and the courts, which last
prosecuted for toll non-payment in 1997,
Prosecutors appear to have abandoned the
372 oulstanding cases mainly, it seems, to
avoid giving Mr Pict the chance to argue
that the tolls are illegal. But Mr Pict, with
the confidence of the obsessive, says “we
will win." He might just, too. ®

Culture wars

Ken who?

The French have discovered the new
Dickens. He's called Ken Loach

ARIS likes to think of itself as the cul-

tural and intellectual capital of the
wuorld, so it is rare that the French notice
anything of that sort coming out of Britain,
Oscar Wilde, Anthony Burgess and Henry
Moore provoked a certain frisson of excite-
ment across the Channel in their day, but
that was all along time ago.

Mow, however, Paris, and indeed the
rest of Europe, has discovered what Le
Monde, France's poshest newspaper, de-
scribes as the heir to Dickens, He is Ken
Loach, an elderly British film-maler.

This latest accolade comes after Mr
Loach’smost recent film, " The Navigators™,
about the privatisation of Britain’s rail-
ways in the mid-1090s, was shown in Eu-
rope, According to Le Monde, this film
brims with Dickensian indignation and
compassion. In “quelgues scénes incisives”,
the great director briliantly exposes “la lo-
pique...infernale” of privatisation.

-

Tt must be his dialectical materialisi

Britain 27

Mr Loach must be used to this sort of
gush by now, as he has now hecome the
darling of the continent’s film critics. Eu-
rope’s cultural elite has ancinted him the
supreme chronicler of contemporary Brit-
ain. He has regularly picked up awards at
the Cannes film festival, and last year he
acted as patron of the 4oth Cannes *Crit-
ics” Weelk™, succeeding Bernardo Berto-
lucci. He is also big in the Netherlands and
Germany, where, argues Thessa Mooij.
film officer at the Goethe Institut in Lon-
don, he“is the one Uk film-malcer that peo-
ple will be looking at for new films".

Allof whichis rather baffling to the Brit-
ish. Despite their culture-free environ-
ment, many of them have heard of Messrs
Wilde, Burgess and Moore, but Mr Loach's
followingisselect

In the 19605 Mr Loach made several
good movies—"Cathy Come Home", afilm
about homelessness, for instance, and
“Kes", about childhood and poverty—but
his unrelenting hostility to capitalism,
Thatcherism and any ism not prefixed by
social had made his more recent work pre-
dictable. His films tend to be of the type
thatis politely described as “didactic™, and
his politics as “minority™. At the last elec-
tion he backed the Socialist Alliance party,
which polled 57,000 votes out a total of
a6m cast.

In Britain, Mr Loach's work went out of
fashion in the 19805, Now he is enjoving a
revival thanks to the enthusiasm of the
Eurapean cinéastes.

So how has Mr Loach won this new-
found popularity? Ms Mooij argues that
Europeans are more familiar than are the
British with films that tackle ideas. But
there may be a more atavistic reason. Lio-
nising Mr Loach is a way of indulging in an
ancient French pastime. “The Navigators"
commends itself to Le Monde as a com-
mentary on“linterminabile agonie de ce qui
Jut le systéme circulatoire du capitalisme an-
glais." As long as Mr Loach sticks to thai
sort of subject, his French reputation is as-
sured. B




