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To our beloved daughter Virginia.


I watched a bumble bee today


I saw its coat, soft, black and gold,


I felt the tears start in my eyes


I remembered you just three years old.


You stood and watched the bumble bee


How beautiful you thought he was


You bent to stroke his furry back


Then he stung your hand without a cause.


You found too late that beauty is not always as it seems


And sometimes hides a cruelty that cannot be believed.
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Thanks


Grateful thanks to all at Orion Books; you have made a dream come true. Huge thanks especially to Luigi, Amanda, Celia, Nicki, Juliet and Sophie Mitchell for helping me to have the confidence to have another go when I was so doubtful that I could do it again! Thank you so much to my daughter Sarah for all the time she has spent in helping me and without whom I could not have written this book. Thank you to all who wrote to tell me how much they enjoyed A Field Full of Butterflies and sent cards and flowers. Some even stopped me in the street to ask if I was ‘the lady who wrote that book!’ What a joy it has all been at a time in my life when I expected to be taking it easy.


I would especially like to mention Ivy Willets-Brunt who sent me a truly beautiful poem that she had written entitled ‘The Gypsy’. The final sentence, ‘What a loss not to see him again,’ brought tears to my eyes. It was so much like my father and Granfer. My parents, Edwin and Mary, are no longer with us, neither are my grandparents, Edwin and Mary Ann. They would have been so proud of my achievement, as would my late brother, Nelson, and as Teddy and Chris are. Granny in Town would have been full of pride. She was always so kind to us, sending all sorts of delicious treats, which we all appreciated. What a lovely lady she was – and what a cook! The day she gave a small girl the gift of a box of ‘jewels’ has always been a wonderful memory. Thank you all once more.


Rosemary




Granfer’s Advice




They pulled my hair and called me names, they gals I didn’t know,


The tears they comes into my eyes, but I never lets ’em flow,


At night I layed awake in fear and I’d shake from ’ead to toe – Granfer said,


‘Don’t bother with they gadje gals, don’t pay they no mind,


Praps you’m different but why care? Just leave they tears be’ind,


You be you, my little flower, wild flowers smell as sweet


As they be’ind the garden gate, tho’ they be bright an’ neat,


Praps one day will come a time when they gadje gals will say,


“We knowed ’er once, when we was young,


How I wish we’d let ’er play”.’







1


Traveller’s Joy
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The day was very hot and the bus was crowded. Every window was closed. I sat down thankfully in one of the last vacant seats and a young woman who I knew by sight sat next to me.


‘Phew! What a squash!’ she sighed.


I nodded but said nothing. I was hot and tired and not in the mood for small talk. As we neared home the bus was just crawling along. Passengers started craning their necks to see why. Some passengers voiced their annoyance aloud.


‘What’s the hold up?’ someone asked.


‘It’s the Gyppos!’ someone replied nastily.


As the bus slowly edged forward, I could see five or six very expensive-looking trailers (caravans) that were trying to pull onto a large empty lot at the side of the road. Suddenly there was an explosion of rage.


‘Dirty Gyppos!’


It was the woman sitting next to me who hissed this venomous outburst. Her eyes full of hate and rage, she added to it.


‘They think they own the land!’


‘Yes!’ Another agreed, sneering.


‘Thieves and robbers, leaving their rubbish for others to clear up. Dirty lot.’


Righteous indignation welled up in me and I could not stop myself.


‘Well,’ I ventured, quietly, ‘they don’t look dirty to me. In fact, they look as spotless as their trailers. They must have cost a great deal.’


‘Yeah,’ someone yelled from the back, ‘stolen, I expect!’


I turned to the woman sitting beside me. I recognised her only slightly as I had exchanged a ‘hi’ or a smile if I saw her in the local shops. She had always seemed very pleasant.


‘How can you make comments about people you don’t even know? In fact, I don’t think you would recognise a Gypsy if one sat next to you, would you?’


‘I would,’ she replied. ‘In fact I would rather stand than sit next to a dirty Gypsy!’


‘Why didn’t you then?’ I continued.


‘What?’ She looked bemused.


‘I am one of those “Gyppos” and you have been sitting next to me for the last half hour, but I won’t mind if you never do so again.’


Her face was a picture and she hurriedly made her way to the front of the bus to alight. All went very quiet until a young woman a few seats away leaned towards me.


‘I am so sorry,’ she said, ‘I wanted to speak up. I lived near a Gypsy camp when I was a child and I played every day with the children until they moved away. It broke my heart when they did. I learned to share from them as they always shared what little they had with me. I still miss them now.’


Reflecting on that horrible scenario later that evening, I realised how little most people know about Romany people. I also realised how much things had changed for them since my childhood. The people I had seen that afternoon, with their expensive trailers, bore little resemblance to the people I had grown up with, or the life we had lived back then. Although gypsies in those days were hard-working, they had little in the way of this world’s goods. They rejoiced with each other if fortune smiled on any of them and mourned alongside those who suffered tragedy. They were always ready to lend a helping hand.


I remembered how our vardoes (wagons) were so simply built, but strong and warm. Each was brightly painted, with the little window to one side, and was a triumph of organisation. They had to be or we would have lived in chaos. We learned from an early age to put what few possessions we had tidily away so that we had plenty of room to move around.


The woman on the bus had said she would have recognised a Gypsy anywhere, but obviously she hadn’t. Her preconceived ideas had misled her and probably many others. Times had certainly changed since I was a young girl, living with my extended family in the Gypsy encampment on my Granny’s ground on two fields and a paddock for the horses. How well off we were in lots of ways, I thought to myself. I realised also that until that afternoon I had never told anyone outright that I was a Gypsy, until they had taken me at face value first. I was well on my way to retiring now, after working for twenty-one years for Social Services as a home help. I was born a Romany and yet I have never met a gadje (a non-Gypsy) that I would have changed places with. Looking back on my childhood is almost like looking through a golden bubble. All sorts of memories surface and appear at different times, almost as a beautiful dream, and yet it was real life for me. We saw each other every day, not just my parents and my brothers Teddy, Nelson and Christopher, my many cousins and young aunts and uncles, but most of all Granny and Granfer. Our days living on Granny’s ‘bit o’ ground’ were busy. We were surrounded by sweet-smelling bushes and trees, and heavily scented roses – pink and white – hanging heavy on the briars. So lovely to remember.
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When we were children every day was an adventure. Summers seemed to last for ever and we got brown and healthy. Most of our days were spent doing exactly as we pleased. We had to do our chores first but then we were free to roam.


Our first thoughts were ‘what shall we do today?’ Whatever it was, no money was involved. We might go down to the river if the day was warm enough, paddling in the shallow water, or give my dog Tiny her weekly bath, which she enjoyed as much as we did. She was always reluctant to be coaxed out of the water, showering us all when she shook herself dry. We were very careful to keep away from sheep or any other livestock. Tiny was very good and had been taught not to chase animals of any kind. If any other dogs tried to involve her in a fight, she would sit quite still, gazing into the distance and ignoring them completely. She had a very gentle nature.


Or maybe Granny would come with us and we would pick plants and herbs for her to dry. In season we would collect all sorts of fruit. We knew where a wonderful wild damson tree grew. For years my cousins had kept this tree secret so that it would not be stripped of its fruit by anyone else. The fruit was sweet and delicious and as large as a plum. My mother loved them and so did Granny, so the fruits had to be carefully divided between them. Mum used to make a wonderful batter pudding with this lovely fruit. First she made a rich batter with full-fat milk, new-laid eggs and self-raising flour, and then she poured it into a baking dish, which had been heating in the oven with a large lump of lard in it. Then she added a large handful of stoned damsons. Forty-five minutes later our mouths were watering. At last Mum would take the pudding out of the oven and sprinkle it with sugar. We would eat it piping hot with custard. All was silence and not a scrap was left on our plates.


‘That was lovely Mammy!’ said my brothers.


‘I wish I could eat that all over again,’ I added. ‘What a lovely treat!’


‘What did yer Mammy do with they damsons?’ Granny asked me. ‘Did she stew ’em up?’


‘Oh no, Granny, she made such a lovely pudding. Even Daddy had a bit! He said he wished there were a bit more!’


‘What?’ said Granny, ‘’ow could she make they damsons into a pudden?’ Granny was not a good cook by any stretch of the imagination. She fed her family well but her ideas of how to put good food together were sadly lacking and unusual. Nevertheless I told her the recipe and so Granny set to and made her pudden. First she shooed us all out so she could concentrate. We all hovered around hoping for another piece of pie. When it was cooked and smelling heavenly, she took it out of the oven. It was all puffed up and golden brown. Granny looked as puffed up as her lovely pudden. As she picked up a large spoon, the pudding completely deflated. She tried to put a little on a saucer but it was just a curdled mess.


‘Oh dear! What’s wrong?’ we gasped.


Granny spooned some more onto saucers. ‘Nothin’s wrong.’


We tried to eat it.


‘The damsons taste lovely Granny,’ I said quietly.


‘What? It’s just like yer Mammy’s!’ We did not reply. It was nothing like my mother’s. I told my mother later how Granny’s pudding had been spoilt but we didn’t know how. The next time my mother made her damson batter pudding, I took mine to show Granny.


‘Well, well! I don’t know where I be goin’ wrong but yer Mammy’s looks right and mine don’t.’


I told my mother what Granny had said. Mammy looked a bit worried.


‘I’ll ask her what she’s putting in her pudding but she hates to be told.’


However, Mammy took her courage in both hands and in a very careful way she asked what ingredients Granny had put in her recipe. Granny gave her the list.


‘Oh,’ said Mammy, ‘you did exactly right. The only thing that’s missing is . . . you left out the flour.’


Granny looked straight at me. ‘You bad gal, Rosie. You told me wrong. It’s your fault! I knowed mine would be better than yer Mammy’s!’


‘Don’t blame Rosie. She only tried to help you. She only forgot one ingredient,’ said Mammy.


‘Yes, I know that now,’ said Granny, ‘but that’s the most important one of all!’ She flung her pinny off in annoyance. My mother tried to soothe her.


‘You make another. Just make sure the fat’s very hot and so is the oven.’


‘Don’t tell me ’ow to cook gal. I wuz doin’ it afore ‘ee wuz born!’


‘Right then. I’ll just watch,’ said Mammy. When Granny’s second attempt came out of the oven, we all had a saucer full, including Granfer and my father.


‘That was lovely, Granny,’ we all said truthfully.


‘I told ’ee I could do better than yer Mammy!’ she told us, looking extremely pleased with herself.


‘You forgot the sugar on top though,’ said my youngest brother Chris.


‘I didn’t see thee leavin’ any,’ said Granny, pinching his cheek not entirely kindly.


The winters were cold. The winter of 1947–1948 was particularly bitter. We could not keep warm easily. We were encouraged to keep moving and run around by our parents and teachers, to no avail. Our knees and lips were chapped. Mum put Vaseline on our lips and faces but we licked it off, which made matters worse and our lips bled. One fortunate little boy at my school came in one morning with a woolly jerkin and long corduroy trousers with lovely leather boots. We all envied him. He told us it was a present from an aunty in America. He was duly sent home with a note saying his clothing was not suitable for school wear. His parents took no notice and sent him to school in his lovely new clothes. He was probably the only child there who was warm that winter.


I only felt warm when we were sitting around Granny’s range or making toast in front of our own. I remember my father coming home from the pub and feeling the sudden wonderful warmth as he threw his overcoat over my feet at the bottom of the bed. I could smell the odour of beer and cigarettes, a smell I cannot bear today, but it was so comforting back then that I would get warm and comfortable and soon drift back to sleep. Granfer would get up early, even in the winter, and light the campfire, placing the big black kettle on the kettle iron and making sure it nestled in the heart of the red-hot centre. It would quickly come to the boil and water would splutter out onto the fire, sending steam and ash into the air, threatening to put out the fire but never doing so. Sometimes if I was awake and dressed in time, I would call my brother Nelson to come with me and we would go and have a cup of tea with Granfer: strong dark tea with not much milk and plenty of sugar. I still like my tea strong and dark today. We would crouch down in front of the campfire to drink it, roasting at the front and freezing at the back.


‘Stand back from the smoke!’ Granfer would say, ‘or ’ee will stink of it an’ yer teacher will tell ’ee off!’


The teacher would often tell us off, asking if we had been sitting in a bonfire. We must have smelled strongly of smoke because even I could smell it in my hair when I combed it.


Sometimes if my brother Nelson was up early, Granfer would tell him to go and ask Mammy if he could go to the market with him. Nelson would run off as fast as his skinny legs could take him.


‘Mammy! I’s not goin’ t’ school t’day,’ he would shout in excitement. It would have taken a much harder heart than my mother possessed to say no. My mother trusted Granfer to take care of Nelson. He was such a little boy and never very strong, but the fresh air and the occasional swig of cider seemed to do him good. At times he came back a little shaky on his feet but my mother would not have stopped him going with Granfer for anything. It would have broken his heart. He was dressed and ready to go hours before Granfer was ready to take him, and so Granfer would gently tease him.


‘What be thee waitin’ fer boy? Be thee goin’ somewhere, eh?’ he growled as he ruffled Nelson’s spiky blond hair. Nelson knew Granfer was only teasing and he would never let him down. He had perfect trust in him. Granfer had taken us all on little trips from time to time. ‘Voyages’ he called them. My brother Teddy reminded me recently of all the trips he took with Granfer with Billy Pony and his cart.


‘We only went a few miles,’ he told me, ‘but it seemed like the drive went on for ever! Now and then, on a quiet part o’ the road, ’e would say to me, “Yer boy, ’ee take the reins fer a bit!” and I, afeared but overjoyed to be trusted, took the reins while Granfer kept ’is ’and ready, “just in case ’ee needs it boy!”’ Sometimes he did need it as Billy Pony sensed the difference and stopped by the roadside for a crafty nibble.


‘’E was a great old man,’ Teddy said sadly. ‘I really loved ’im. You know, he couldn’t have been very old. He just seemed old to us.’


I think that the days my brothers spent voyaging around the markets and villages with Granfer and his horse and cart must have been some of the happiest days of his life. They all kept him company at some time or other and nearly always came home with some useless treasure, which they would either take apart or examine in minute detail. Hours of pleasure were enjoyed sitting on a little wooden stool in front of Granny’s range while Granfer combed his silver hair into a precise kiss curl, singing away to himself, his feet resting contentedly on the fire rail.


‘My Edwin,’ Granny would say, ‘make room for yer cup o’ Ovaltine and a bit o’ toasted bread. I bought some good best butter in town.’


‘Thank ’ee my dear Mary Ann. Don’t ’ee ferget these boys. They bin workin’ ’ard. They’ve ’elped I no end.’


‘I won’t ferget the boys,’ Granny would say. She would give them a mug each and a doorstep of toasted bread and butter. My brothers loved their food but it would take them ages to finish their toast. Finally Granfer would say, ‘Hark! Boys, is that yer Mammy callin’ fer ’ee? Time fer bed.’


Off they would go, tired out and full up. Granny often said she thought Granfer enjoyed those little trips more than the boys did. When the boys had gone, Granny and Granfer would take out the box of spectacles that Granfer had bought on his trips to the markets. Solemnly, they tried on every pair one by one, testing each other or just looking in the mirror to see if they suited them. My cousin Mary said she sat in the corner one evening watching them. She said that she laughed so much she had pains in her back and stomach for days. They tested each other with a newspaper, although neither of them could read, holding the paper far away and then closer. Granny even tried on her coat and hat to see which pair suited her best. Granfer was admiring himself, combing his kiss curl this way and that. It was better than the pictures, Mary said. The best bit, she said, was Granny rooting through the box until she came across something interesting.


‘Well, well, my Edwin, well, well!’


‘What is it, my Mary Ann?’


Standing up as tall as possible, she held up a pair of lorgnettes. Then turning her head haughtily she glared at Granfer through the eyepiece.


‘Is the conveyance to hand, my good man?’ she said.


‘Oh Mary Ann! Don’t thee go apin’ the gentry!’ Granfer responded.


Mary was still in hysterics as she recalled the scene.


‘I even waked up laughin’!’ What made it funnier was that Granfer was so carried away by the sight of his Mary Ann playin’ the haughty lady, he almost believed it, but as soon as she put down the lorgnettes she was his dear Mary Ann again.


Granny never had much of a sense of humour. Life to her was very real and she worked very hard to make it a bit easier for all of us. Now and then her sense of the ridiculous surfaced and had us laughing for days. I think most of our family has a strong sense of the ridiculous. It has overcome me at the most inopportune times but I still would not be without it.


Granfer was a man of peace and to be with him was to feel it. He was much loved by us all, and my brother Nelson especially loved to listen to Granfer singing to himself as he whittled away at his wooden flowers. If Nelson picked up enough words, he would sing quietly to himself until he fell asleep: ‘Little Dolly Daydream, Pride of I dunno . . .’ over and over, which had us all in fits as the words were ‘Pride of Idaho’. We tried correcting him, but he preferred his own version.


Of us cousins there were almost too many to list. There was Violet, who was misnamed (she was more like an exotic poppy), our Chris, who was spoilt by all of us, my cousin Johnny, who was always peeping in birds’ nests and peering down rabbit holes, trying to coax the baby rabbits out, our Teddy, the sensible one, and me. Carol, Henry, Valerie and Betsy would join us and we would spend whole days running through the fields and abandoned orchards eating our fill of the ripe fruit hanging untouched from the gnarled branches.


My cousin Johnny had dogs, cats and all sorts of birds but nothing was kept in cages. He loved his animals and was forever talking about them and what they could do. He was extremely patient with them and never harmed these defenceless creatures. When he showed us his newborn foals, he called them ‘the most beautiful creatures in the whole world’. I believed that he was right but then I would see a tiny kitten, a puppy, or one of Uncle Fred’s little pink piglets, and then I would think that each one of them was the most beautiful of all; and what could possibly be more delightful than a day-old chick with its fluffy yellow down, cheeping away with dozens of its brothers and sisters? We were so blessed to have all these wonders to see and touch. Nature programmes on the television are all very well but watching the birth of a puppy on a screen can never compare with feeling the warmth of a new puppy cuddled up in your arms and the tickle of it as it puts out its tiny pink tongue and licks your nose. Of course we took it all for granted. It is only in retrospect that we remember the joy it brought. We thought that every child enjoyed the same things we did.


Sometimes I would talk at school about my lovely dog, Tiny. When I told my classmates that she had had six puppies and that my daddy said they were all mine, they looked at me disbelievingly. I added, ‘And Uncle Fred let me ’old the baby piglets last night. After their dinner they had apple pie and custard for their pudding!’ At seeing the disbelief I would grab my cousin Bet’s arm. ‘It’s true ain’t it, Bet? Your dad gives his pigs pudding, don’t he?’


Bet, knowing more than I did, would agree. ‘Sometimes ’e gives ’em rhubarb and custard!’


‘See!’ I would insist, ‘Bet’s dad is my Uncle Fred and she should know what their pigs eat!’


I always felt safe with my faithful little dog. If anyone came into our yard and was what I considered a little too friendly to me (ruffling my hair for example), Tiny would sit in front of me, growling at the back of her throat to warn the perceived intruder to get back. Dad thought Tiny was to be praised for this and although he laughed he would say, ‘Better step back old man! Anyone who looks sideways at our Rosie is liable to lose a few fingers just fer a start!’ My Uncle Leonard was there one day when this happened. He had lost a few fingers from his left hand because he had not pulled his hands away from the circular saw in time. The visitor who had ruffled my hair did not know this and when Uncle Leonard thrust out his hand at the right moment, the man looked shocked and moved back slowly.


‘I was only funning! I’m sorry little gel!’ he apologised.


‘I knows that,’ said Dad, trying not to catch Uncle Leonard’s eye, ‘but it’s best to be safe. I got that little dog fer our Rosie cause she was born on the same day as Rosie and Tiny has looked after her ever since.’


‘Well,’ said the man nervously, ‘she certainly does a good job!’


My father laughed when he recounted what had happened to my mother that evening.


‘Well she’s a wonderful little dog,’ Mum agreed. ‘Have you ever noticed how she always sits with her eyes glued to Rosie and if anyone makes a sudden move she fixes her eyes on them until they calm down?’ Mum was not mad on dogs, but her one exception was Tiny. We all loved her. I know that she loved and trusted me as I loved and trusted her.


Johnny loved Granfer’s horse, Billy Pony, and although he was a carthorse, Johnny could not resist trying to mount him. Poor old Billy was only used to Granfer harnessing him to his lovely red and silver cart. Billy Pony put up with Johnny’s escapades until one day he had had enough. Letting out a loud whinny, he turned his head, grabbed Johnny by the seat of his pants, turned and dropped him straight into the ditch.


‘Uncle Eddy!’ he shouted. ‘Save me!’


My father did. All that was harmed was Johnny’s dignity. How sorry and ashamed Johnny was. His father then realised that Johnny must have a pony of his own. He called her ‘Sugar’, which suited her very well. He was not selfish with her and he shared her with all of us. If we wanted a ride we could have one. He rode bareback and so did we. Sugar would take us up and down the field at a gentle trot, but that did not suit Johnny. His naughty streak would come to the surface and when we were seated he would smack Sugar on the rump and off we would go at a gallop. Well, a canter, but it felt like a gallop to us. I would have loved it if we had remained seated but often I would come off. I wonder now that I was not hurt. When Sugar came to a stop or I fell off in the mud, Johnny would rush up.


‘You rode her well, Rosie!’ he would say, a big smile all over his face. ‘Well done!’


I would feel so pleased that I had done so well that I never complained about his naughty behaviour. I should have told my father that Johnny had made the horse gallop and I had fallen off in the mud, while he got off scot-free, but there was never any malice intended with Johnny. He loved a good gallop so he thought everyone else would. We did too, while we stayed on the horse.


My father used to be quite good about Johnny’s pigeons. They used to plunder the peas and beans but when my father had a go at Johnny one day, Johnny, instead of getting upset, went and got his beautiful gold and white pigeon. He had only had it for a few days. His face shone as he tenderly stroked its feathers, just like a young father showing off his new baby.


‘Yer’ve wasted yer bit o’ vonger, Johnny,’ he warned. ‘The farmers ’ll get ’im even if I don’t!’


‘You don’t ever ’urt my birds Uncle Eddy,’ he smiled, ‘I seed you. You shoots to miss, yes you do!’


‘Johnny, have yer ever seen a pigeon’s crop when it’s ’ad a good feed of my peas?’


‘Yes,’ said Johnny, ‘I have. An’ ain’t it grand how they gets all that grub in that little pouch?’


‘Yeh,’ said Dad dryly, ‘Ain’t it grand.’


Needless to say my father’s threats, unlike the pigeon’s crop, were empty. He could not shoot Johnny’s pigeons or anything else that moved except rats. That would not have worried Dad. They were filthy vermin and caused much damage. Johnny’s heart would have been broken if anyone he knew tried to hurt any of his animals. He himself changed from a boisterous little boy who rushed here and there into a gentle lamblike boy stroking feathers and fur. He crooned to each creature until they completely relaxed in his grubby little-boy hands and fell asleep. He was such a mixture. He teased me often but was never cruel. His father bought him a cockerel: a magnificent bird with dark red feathers, a light red comb and a crow that could be heard for miles around. Johnny caught up with me after school.


‘Come ’ome wi’ me, Rosie, and I’ll show you me cockerel eggs.’


I looked at him in disbelief and yet not quite sure. I knew what a tease he could be. I was only five and too inexperienced to be fully confident of my own common sense, yet I spoke up.


‘No, Johnny. Cock birds can’t lay eggs,’ I said firmly, ‘I know ’cause my Dad c’llects ’em from the hens.’


‘Yes, I know that Rosie. You’ve got egg-layin’ hens an’ I got both. Me dad says cockerel’s eggs are bigger than hens an’ they only lay once a week an’ then they lays two at a time. If it’s the right time they has twins.’ He seemed very self-assured. ‘I was there once an’ I seed it fer meself!’


I was in a whirl. I knew in my heart that the story he was telling me was not true. I had always known that chickens laid eggs, but if cockerels could not lay eggs, what use could they possibly be? I had heard Dad say that they were noisy and only good for a roast dinner, so was Johnny lying, or not? Johnny looked at me innocently: huge brown eyes, rosy cheeks and rumpled curly hair. I have to say I really liked Johnny, everyone did. He had a lovely nature and he always had something very funny to say.


‘I’m going to ask my Mammy,’ I decided.


‘Your mammy won’t know. She only knows about proper babies. Your Dad knows I ’specs.’


I followed him into his shed where he kept all of his little animals and birds. It was warm and smelled clean. Every creature was cared for and kept in suitable conditions. His current pet jackdaw, Jack, flew in the door and perched on his shoulder, pecking his ear and ruffling his hair. He hand-fed him with some grain and pointed to a huge cage.


‘He’s only fer tonight. Me Dad’s puttin’ him in with the chickens tomorrow. He laid two such gurt big eggs that one got stuck and me Dad had to get the vet to pull it out. We had they eggs fer our breakfast. Me mam scrambled ’em. There was enough fer five people!’


I gazed in awe at this amazing bird. He did seem to have a knowing look in his eye but I was not convinced.


‘But Johnny, my dad told me that cock birds are the daddy birds and it’s only mammies that can have babies. They’ve got a special little cradle thing in their bellies to put the babies. Daddy birds haven’t got that. They just fight with the other daddy birds.’


For a minute Johnny seemed foxed. He went quiet.


‘Have you told me lies Johnny?’


‘I told the trufe,’ he insisted. ‘Your dad don’t want you to know about my wonderful bird in case you wants one. I don’t fink Uncle Eddy can afford a big bird like mine. I know he ain’t as rich as my dad but you can share mine if you likes. I don’t fink he’ll lay any more eggs though. The vet had a real job getting the last one out.’


‘Oh, Johnny,’ I sighed. I think he would have made a wonderful storyteller. He could write stories by the dozen and we would all believe them because we wanted to. He did have more than we did, it is true, but he was kind and generous and shared everything. He used to tell us that one day he would have a farm of his own and would describe it to us until it was almost real. As it would prove to be: in later life he grew lots of vegetables that he would pick late in the day or early morning and pack them on his cart. He would collect eggs from his chickens and flowers from his garden. As far as I know he never sold any cockerel eggs, certainly never any twin ones.
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Back in our childhood days, when we were out in the fields we kept an eye open for anything good and edible that we could take home to our parents. This was second nature to us all. You could say that although we were children, we thought as adults. Our parents were always pleased with our gleanings. Our days were spent doing things that made us look forward to our meals, however plain they might be, and at bedtime we would be ready for sleep and looking forward to the next day.


Through the golden bubble I recall the hours spent in the fields, running home down the lane in the warm summer dusk. No one looked for us if we were a bit late. Our parents knew we all kept together and looked after each other. Gadje ways and Romany ways are not that different in that respect, except perhaps Gypsy ways are more laid back. What happens will happen. Tomorrow is another day and things will go on much the same. Whenever I think of my childhood it seems full of music and laughter. It may have been hard at times, and I remember those occasions well, but then the gadjes had hard times too. Our hard times did not leave us with tight lips, frowns and a general air of misery, though. It was laughed off. It would not last and the good times would come again, so why worry?


We must have looked quaint, five or six of us all trailing home in the dusk singing our childish songs, collapsing into giggles or breaking into little runs, regrouping and making sure everyone was there and safe. Without fail, all of the girls and some of the boys held a posy of wild flowers for their mothers. These were received with a ‘thank you my dove’ or ‘my little bird’ or ‘my flower’. We smiled with pleasure that our Mammies had liked our posies. We were well pleased.




2


Shepherd’s Purse
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My Granny and Granfer are never far from my mind. Granfer was Granny’s ‘my Edwin’ and she was his dear ‘Mary Ann’. They had chosen to live life the way they did and accepted financial hardship in exchange for the ultimate freedom to be true to themselves. When I was very young indeed, I recall three posh shiny black cars drawing into our yard at the camp. Three handsome young men in suits had stepped out. Many years later, I mentioned this to my mother and asked her if she knew who they were.


‘Goodness me! You were only three years old then. Those posh cars were Cadillacs and they belonged to the young men.’


‘Was one of them Granfer?’ I asked.


‘No, one of them was his younger brother and the other two were his older brothers. They were very wealthy men. They had done very well for themselves in business and they wanted Granfer to come in with them. It was a very successful business they had set up.’


‘Was it just Granfer they wanted?’


‘Yes, just Granfer.’


‘Well, I’m glad he didn’t go.’


‘So was Granny!’ laughed Mum.


‘I might have been very young but I remember Granfer shouting and I have never heard Granfer shout at any other time in my life. He never lost his temper. I remember him shouting, “Be gone thy son of a ring-tailed monkey!”’


Mum stared at me. ‘Fancy you remembering that!’


‘Well, Mum, those words were so wonderful. I had never heard anyone use that phrase before or since and to hear my dear Granfer saying that in such a rage was unforgettable.’


‘Well, you obviously didn’t forget. I remember it well too.’


‘What was it all about, Mum?’ I asked. I was old enough to be told by then.


‘Well, even I don’t know for sure, but I think they had done very well in dealing in gold. They wanted Granfer to give up his Gypsy life and go in with them. The offer was just for him, no one else. Not even his dear Mary Ann. Not even the clothes he had on. He was to become a different person and lead a totally different way of life.’


‘But why?’ I asked.


‘Who knows?’


‘Well I’m very glad he didn’t go,’ I said.


How different our lives would have been without our beloved Granfer. He loved the life he led. He had many friends from all walks of life and the love of his large family. He dealt with the upper classes, buying and selling horses. He had enough money for his needs and he had his freedom. He was not tied to the clock nor did he bow his head to any man. I am not at all surprised that he lost his temper with the men who tried to take all this away from him. I think perhaps that ‘son of a ring-tailed monkey’ was a bit too kind for them. Granfer was a king to us. What did gold mean to him? He had his sovereign on his watch chain and a gold ring with rubies. That was enough for him.


‘I don’t want t’ worry ’bout gold and jewellery,’ he used to say, ‘there’s allus bad people who want t’ take it off ’ee. A peaceful life is all I wants.’


Granny and Granfer were part of the earth they lived on and lived life accordingly. It was a hard life in some ways and even harder for my mother, yet she never complained. It would have helped if my mother had been allowed to go out to work, but my father said no and there was no arguing. The only exception was at Christmas time when he allowed her to go out with my aunts selling holly and mistletoe cut from the local hedgerows and trees. That was only because the money was needed for extra food and maybe a small gift for the younger children. Money was short and not to be spent on cheap toys that would not last five minutes. Back then not a penny was wasted.


When I was a small child of five or six, clothing was bought with coupons. My mother made my little frocks from remnants of gingham. A yard of material was sixpence and this would make two little dresses for me. Her own clothes lasted her for years. By adding a brooch or a little bit of lace she would make them look fresh and new. She would sell a few of her clothing coupons so that she could afford something else she needed. Mum sewed everything by hand in those days, although later on Granny acquired an old Singer sewing machine, which she borrowed. I remember a dark grey, swing back jacket that she made from a pure wool blanket. It had a wide collar and turned-back cuffs. She wore what I thought was a diamond brooch pinned to the reveres. Even to my childish eyes she looked really pretty. When my father saw her coat, he could not believe it was made from a woollen blanket. Mum had to show him what was left of it. He thought Mum could do anything. We did as well. The only one who was not impressed was Granny.


‘Fancy makin’ a coat, Mary, when ’ee needs beddin’.’


‘We’ve got enough blankets. I really needed a coat,’ said Mum. ‘Get me another blanket and I’ll make you one.’


Granny tut-tutted some more until Granfer butted in.


‘Mary Ann, don’t ’ee begrudge the gal a coat. Thee’s got a lovely warm coat. I seen Mary’s old coat. She’s had’n fer years. She looked right shabby in it!’ Then, looking my father in the eye, he said, ‘I’m surprised ’ee ain’t noticed it our Eddy!’


My father, like most men, never noticed anything unless it was under his nose. ‘I think my Mary looks lovely,’ he said, ‘an’ real clever!’


Mum wore the coat for years. In the end she bought one from a shop but she could never bring herself to throw the other one away, so the moths put paid to it.


‘Never mind, there’s still enough to make your little brother a pair of trousers,’ she said, looking on the bright side of things. It was very difficult to buy all the things a family needs, so the women in those days had to be extremely resourceful.


I often wished that I was as good at sewing as my mother, but even sewing on a button was beyond me. A needle would turn into a dangerous weapon in my hand, the pristine piece of material into a grubby piece of rag instead of the delightful tray cloth that all my school friends had presented to our beaming teacher. No beaming smile for me, just a sad frown and the usual question:


‘What on earth is this?’ Followed by, ‘How is it possible for the other little girls to turn in beautiful hand work and you,’ she would say emphatically, ‘present me with something that closely resembles a used dish cloth?’ This was stated more in sorrow than in anger. I remember it well.
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