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Travellers’ Tales


Some of my earliest memories are of listening to the old tales of Ireland, how life was then and how things have changed so much.


At that time, I was stuck on a camp with caravans parked up any old way, on an old croft where houses had stood before being demolished. Our camp was in a vast open area with a strip of tarmac that had once been a street, and a strip of rubble where houses had been demolished.


These terraced houses had been built well before the war and become dilapidated and falling apart. It always amazed us how anyone could live in such damp and mouldy conditions. Once the families had left due to slum clearances, we used to root around in the rubble for bits of scrap.


Our own homes, our caravans, were mainly old but clean. Outside, the odd broken-down truck and scrap cars could be found lying around alongside an open fire and a black pot full of food simmering away, while we youngsters played in the puddles, covered in dirt and freezing cold.


I daydreamed that when I was older and it was my turn to go out in one of the trucks with the adults looking for scrap iron, or being on the hand roller doing a tarmac job for my father, I would be in no rush to return to this camp. And when I got the money to own a truck, I decided that would be it; I would move on forever and never keep still.


The children were free labour for the fathers when times were hard, but as a rule you got ten bob for your efforts, which was fantastic. I was driving around the camps at the age of twelve or thirteen and bought my first truck at the age of fifteen; a BMC five tonner for £45. My father borrowed it and put petrol in the tank instead of diesel, so it never ran properly again and I had to sell it.


Since then I have owned many trucks and have worked and travelled all over the world. Those childhood yearnings never to stay still have followed me from the Moss Side slums to the present day. And, some fifty years later, I will still move at a moment’s notice.


Several years ago, it struck me that the comical and often awkward situations which I and my fellow travellers found ourselves in would make interesting and amusing reading. Shortly afterwards, we were approached by the TV people at Channel 4, who wanted to include us in the hit programme, My Big Fat Gypsy Wedding.


Encouraged by seeing my children and grandchildren in the series, and the programme’s amazing popularity, I decided to write this book.


Alexander J Thompson




Introduction


I knew that I had a story to tell, I just wasn’t sure how to explain it.


How can you possibly go to work every day and get into so many scrapes?


Things get funny, sometimes scary, out of hand even.


Sometimes dangerous, often exciting.


Totally different each day, and that’s the way I like it.


Somehow we manage to create the situations, and yet we do not know what will happen next.


And all of this is on top of living in trailers and everything that goes with it.


With life on the road, being moved on by the police, discovering new places, there is always a lot going on here.


I have travelled a lot. I have been to many places.


And I have seen some amazing things.


I have seen plenty of fun and laughter, but also great sadness.


Remembering that these are true events, I hope that you enjoy this read.


Some names have been changed to protect the innocent,


And some names have been changed to protect the guilty.
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I knew that once I got off these camps that I would be in no hurry to come back.




The Ones That Got Away


The camp looked bleak. The caravans were parked up in any old fashion. The five families who lived here were going through a hard winter. They didn’t quite know yet just how hard it was going to be. The frost hung in the air and the birds had long since stopped singing. At three o’clock in the afternoon on this November day, it looked as if the whole world had suddenly stopped and given up.


Inside one of the trailers, huddled around the wood burning stove, the children were playing quietly. Joe Grundy, who was deep in thought, suddenly had a brainwave. ‘Larry!’ he called through the window to his friend in the next caravan. ‘Come here. I have a good idea how we can earn a bit of money.’


Larry entered the caravan and sat next to his friend of many years.


The two men would often partner up and go out working together looking for and laying tarmac driveways. Not being restricted to houses, they sometimes got factory yards to resurface; in fact, they would do anything if it made a profit.


Joe explained his idea. ‘Do you remember that big old factory out in Hyde, Larry? The one that was an ex-mill. The one that we tarmaced earlier this year.’ His friend nodded, he remembered the one. ‘Well,’ said Joe, ‘I noticed in the long grass at the rear of the building that there were a few bits of scrap iron lying around.’ ‘What of it?’ Larry asked. ‘If it is still there, and if the tarmac job is holding up, then maybe we can buy the scrap iron from the boss and go and weigh it in,’ Joe said. ‘Not bad,’ Larry agreed. ‘It’s too cold for anything else. Let’s go out there tomorrow and find out, and while we are out looking we might find other stuff if we make a day of it.’ The two men were happy with their plan.


The following morning was bitter cold as the two men got into their truck and headed out to Hyde, better known these days as the home of champion boxer Ricky Hatton.


As the truck approached the entrance to the old mill, the men could see that the job they had done previously was standing up to the hard wear and tear which was expected of it. They also noticed that the scrap iron was gone. Once they found the mill owner, they were soon chatting away with him, and he told them that he had tidied up the grounds after the tarmac had been laid.


Did he have any iron? ‘No,’ he said. ‘But I have been contacted by the Health and Safety people and told that I have to renew the old fire escape. It has been there for as long as this mill has stood – almost one hundred years – and now it must be replaced for safety reasons. You are welcome to take it down and weigh it in.’


Joe and Larry looked at each other. They knew that it was a nice gesture on the boss’s part, but it would mean getting burning gear and oxy- acetalyne cutters, then going up the fire escape and following each landing along the length of the building, cutting each bolt and fastener, then the sloping steps up to the next landing, etc. Six storeys high, the mill was large and the work involved for a load of mangled iron did not seem to be worth all that effort. They thanked the boss and, as they parted, he wished them well.


Back at home, with the ground frozen solid, it was not possible to go out and look for any work. After a couple more days of this, and the money running very low, once again Joe called out to Larry. ‘Let’s go back to that factory and just get the easy bits of scrap off the fire escape. The first pull-down ladder should be easy to cut off with a hacksaw, and the old railings are hanging off,’ he said. ‘We should at least get something, which is better than sitting here freezing.’ Again they agreed, and they set off the next morning to the old mill.


As they drove into the lane, they were moving quite slowly. Something was different, things seemed odd. As they got nearer, they noticed little gold dots all over the side of the large building. The gold dots were running in straight lines along the brickwork. ‘What is this?’ they thought. By chance the boss was walking out to his car and spotted the two men. ‘Good morning,’ he said. Joe and Larry asked what the dots were all about. ‘Well,’ he explained, ‘about an hour after you left me last week, a couple of lads came here in a pick-up truck and basically asked the same as you did for any old scrap. I told them to take the fire escape otherwise it would have cost me money to have it shifted by the people who are fitting the new one. They got straight on it and now it’s gone.’


‘But what are the gold dots?’ asked Joe. ‘Well, this used to be a brass foundry originally,’ the boss said, ‘and they found it cheaper in those days to make their own fire escape, brass rivets, foot plates and all. Over the years it had all turned black. Those lads worked very hard here for three days solid. I was pleased for them, and they told me as they left that they weighed-in thirty tons in total.’


Standing there listening to all of this, Joe was devastated and could not speak, while Larry just felt like breaking down and crying. The two got back into the truck and drove to the first pub and got blind drunk. They had missed a fortune, thirty tons of solid, pure brass; the weigh-in of a lifetime.


The blazing fury of their wives once they got back home just added to their misery, and they did not know what the heck to do with themselves for days. That sure was a bad start to a cruel winter!
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That was a long tough winter




The Ones That Got Away… Pt 2


‘Shall we call it a night?’ someone said.


‘Before we go, tell us again the story of you and Old Joe, you know the one with you and Wigan Joe and the car,’ Michael said to Larry. He knew the story well yet never tired of hearing it again. A murmur of approval went around the now diminishing camp fire, but there was still time for this old classic story.


‘OK, lads,’ Larry said to the small crowd of eager listeners. ‘It started like this.


‘Your story, Michael, of looking for scrap iron when the weather is bad is what me and Wigan Joe have done for years. There is no harm in that. You have to feed the family at all costs, no matter what. Michael had in fact been telling a similar story earlier on.


‘This time the weather was terrible, it would not stop raining and so it was no good for laying tarmac. We knew a farmer that we had worked for previously and again, the same as you did, we went and checked up that the job was OK before we asked him if there was any old iron lying around which we could buy from him. Everything was good so he was fine with this idea and he let us buy some old farm machinery which was all broken and some other bits that were lying around.


‘There was a very big shed at the rear of the property that had not been opened in years and me and Joe were very keen to have a look inside. We were standing close by it when the farmer, who knew my name by now, said to me, ‘’Is that it, Larry?” The crafty old sod could read my brain and knew that I wanted to have one look in this shed before I left. So I said to Wigan Joe in jest, ‘’Is that it then?” with a wink, and we all had a laugh because by now even the farmer had forgotten what was inside and so he wanted to look in at what he had.


‘We left the two workers we had with us to load the last bit of iron, while the three of us headed for the shed in question. The farmer fiddled with the old lock and, as he opened the large barn doors, just like in the movies they creaked and the dust rose as the slight wind blew inside. There were cobwebs everywhere, no lights, just a boarded-up window allowing slits of what little sunshine there was through. It was full of old junk. Wigan Joe, as usual being the best man to get the first word in, said, ‘’You need to get rid of some of this to make more room for the stuff that you want to keep!” The farmer fell for it and just said, ‘’Right, take that and that and that.” No problems, we thought, and as we were walking back out to get the labourers, Joe said, ‘’Can I have that car as well?” ‘’Sure,” said the farmer without thinking. ‘’Give me a little extra and take it with you. I’m going indoors for a cup of tea and I will see you in a while.” The big black car was a monster, caked in dust so thick that you could write your name on its long bonnet


‘As we went to get the truck, Joe was looking all around for a sack. ‘’What are you doing, Joe?” I asked him. ‘’Just watch this,” he said. I got inside the shed first and started to take what had been agreed on. Joe came in minutes later with a tarmac shovel off the back of our truck in one hand and a cloth sack that he had found in the farmyard in the other. He swung the shovel for glory. ‘What the fuck are you doing, Joe?’ I asked him. ‘I am not letting the farmer change his mind about giving us this car to weigh-in, so before he gets back I will do some harm to it.” And with that there was no more talking as he sliced off the large front headlights that were mounted on top of the wings. ‘’Solid brass,” he said to himself, stuffing them into his sack, then he hit sideways with the shovel and chopped off the chrome grill and radiator and put them into the bag.’


The men listening to this story for the first time were showing all the signs of interest at what unfolded next.


‘ Joe had stopped knocking all the copper and brass bits off the car, they were all in the sack, and he was now single-handedly – being such a big man – trying to turn the car over onto its roof. ‘’Here lads,” he shouted. ‘’Give us a lift, it’s a heavy old beast.” So me and the men did as Joe said. He had knocked off the cloth top because the dust was too heavy and was getting everywhere, in our eyes and up our noses. ‘’Larry,” Wigan Joe said to me, ‘’pass me that hacksaw, please.” So I did, it was lying on a bench. And then Wigan Joe got the labourers to cut the chassis in half. ‘’Hey you!” Wigan Joe called out to one of the men not working hard enough. ‘’Do you want a neck warmer?” ‘’No, boss,” came back the reply. ‘’Well, get a fucking move on then, or else.” The worker pretended to get a move on and asked his friend what a neck warmer was. ‘’You’ll know if he gives you one,” his friend said. ‘’It’s a hard slap on the neck!” As this was being done, the farmer came back and said that all of the hard work had been unnecessary because he would have lifted the car on to the truck with his tractor. Me and Joe weren’t bothered though, because now we could lay two planks of wood on a slope up against the side of the truck and, between all of us, push the two halves of the car up onto the back.


‘The back half was heavy, lads, with the axle attached, but the front was even heavier with the engine still being in place. What a monster! We weren’t bothered though, because the more weight the more money we were going to get. We breathed a sigh of relief as the last of the scrap was loaded, and the truck was full, the farmer was paid up and everything was good. ‘’Alright then, let’s go,” we said and put the men up on the back of the truck along with the scrap. It started to drizzle. ‘’Squeeze in,” I told them, ‘’or sit inside the car, it’s up to you, but don’t moan. Joe doesn’t like men who moan, he usually knocks their wages down.”


‘As we were heading out the gate, the farmer called out to us, ‘’Hang on, lads!” ‘’Oh, bollocks,” we thought. ‘’What have we done?” ‘’Here, you might need this,” he called, ‘’in case anybody should ask you where you got the car from.” It was the logbook. Wigan Joe took the logbook from the farmer and thanked him, put the document into his pocket and we left. We had a good weigh-in, lads, I’ll tell you, then paid off the men and went home.’


‘What next?’ the men around the fire asked. ‘Hold your bloody horses, will you? I’m getting to that. A few days after the weigh-in, me and Joe were in the pub and it was his turn to get the beer in. Standing up at the counter and pulling out all of the loose change from his pockets to pay for the beer, all his bits of paper and stuff fell out. As he was fumbling about, the landlord who was serving Joe pointed to this long green piece of paper and said, ‘’What is that?” ‘’Don’t know really,” Joe replied. ‘’Something to do with the car that we weighed-in last week.” ‘’WHAT!” said the landlord who had been quickly reading this form. ‘’Please don’t tell me that you have got rid of this car, Joe.” ‘’Yes, it’s gone,” he replied. ‘’Oh my God!” said the landlord, who was a bit of a car enthusiast. ‘’You have just parted with a 1927 open-top convertible Rolls Royce. There were only a limited number made in that year; as rare as hens’ teeth they are now.” Wigan Joe didn’t seem to register this information and replied, ‘’Any of that good whisky left that we were drinking last night, Guv’nor?”‘


The men at the fire could not believe what they had just heard. ‘That was definitely one big slip-up,’ they all agreed. ‘Well,’ said Michael, ‘that was Wigan Joe for you, lads. He never dwelled on anything.’


The men all said goodnight and headed for bed.




The Brillo Pad and the Scour


The bad weather passed and more family and friends pulled into the camp. But, as always, things never last.


The police were everywhere. There were tow trucks at the ready. The council officers were full of self-important gusto. Policemen had their vans and dogs, and plenty of well padded-up colleagues wearing their face visors watching intently for the first reason to react. Children called out to their mammies. The men – resigned to the situation – just started to hook up their caravans, which were more like mobile palaces. The workers’ vans were just places to kip in for the night, rough and ready, and the trailers belonging to the younger members of the families were a mixture of everything else, turning the whole appearance into a shambles. This council eviction was getting well under way. As each few minutes passed, the momentum started in the ranks of the officials. ‘Let’s be having you. Come on, move along, you knew that we would be here today. It was all written in the eviction notices that were cello taped to your caravan doors last week,’ this smug fat chap was saying as he gave out his lecture.


Yes, we knew that we had to leave this camp, but we really had nowhere to go. Earlier that week we had found a camp to move to, a big field, but the council must have got wind of it and had blocked the entrance with tons of muck – great lorry loads – to make sure that we could not enter the place. So on this occasion we just could not begin to think of a place to stay for the night. The men spoke in whispers trying to form a plan under so many watchful eyes, dogs barked, children milled around; things were not so good.


As I was one of the first to hook up and leave, I called out to big Tom Stapleton, who was working for me, to be ready upon my return. I only had one vehicle fitted with a tow bar with which to move both my caravan and his. So I had to leave, find a camp, pitch up and then return for him. He was busy eating home-made stew, with a very large spoon, straight out of the pan. This was normal for Tom, it saved on the washing up, but he told me that he would be ready for whenever I got back, knowing from past experience that it could be all hours.


There was no point in thinking about where to go, we had done that all week, so I just drove onto the first dual carriageway I could find and took the second turn-off. I took a left and a right and, by a lucky fluke, I spotted a tarmac car park belonging to the local sports centre, with trees and bushes all around its edges. ‘That will do,’ I thought in desperation, and drove my vehicle into the furthest corner away from the entrance, so that I was not too obvious or in anybody’s way. Once I had reversed the caravan into a level position, put down the corner jacks and hooked on the gas bottle, I told the wife to put the food on and I promptly went back to collect Tom.


Tom was a lovely man, more of a friend than just a worker. I had known him for many years. He was a big man with massive hands and could eat more than anybody I ever met. He loved cooking for himself and would sooner eat than go down to the pub.


His freckles shone through the light hairs on his chest and were always visible through his open neck shirt. They carried on up to his face, onto his nose and finished at the top of his cheeks; his warm smile, dimple and softly spoken voice made him the figure of a very homely man. ‘Hurry, Tom!’ I called as I arrived back at what was now my old camp. ‘Hurry, Tom, and finish the food and we will leave before this lot decide to follow us and tow us out again.’ Surprised at the quickness of my return, Tom finished up and we hooked up his small caravan. Before I left, I told the folks in a hushed voice where I had pulled to. Everyone knows the routine without being reminded. If you pull out and any police or council vehicles follow you, then you go in the opposite direction to the rest of us or they will simply follow and be onto us again. These tactics were often used by the authorities.


The move went well, and as the sun rose the next morning we were all tightly parked up together so that we did not take up too much of the car parking space.


I had wakened bright and early, left everyone in bed and was out knocking on doors looking for work. We mainly look for tarmac jobs but often take on anything to earn a living. By nine-thirty I had returned to our new camp and went and knocked at Tom’s door. ‘Come in!’ he called. ‘I am awake.’ And he was eating again as usual. ‘Can you lay those big paving slabs?’ I asked Tom, and he told me yes, no problem. ‘Then I have a job for us to lift and re-lay some crooked slabs on a driveway,’ I said. ‘Let me finish off this pan of food and I will be right with you,’ came back the reply, through a mouthful of stew.


Tom hurried the food down his neck, and started to explain at the same time that this pan never really got emptied. But because it was low he would finish it all off, he said, occasionally wiping his mouth with a folded slice of dry bread and putting it in with the rest. Also he said this was a good reason to give the pan a wash. He would start with a full pan and it would go down a bit as the food was eaten and leave a ring round the edge. As he left to go to work in a morning, he would top it up with water, throw in a few spuds or meat and leave it simmering until his return, then drop a carrot or two into the mix. The rings were up and down the insides of this pan, but Tom made sure that it did not empty so that he always had food waiting for him on his return. ‘Who needs a woman?’ he would often say with a smile. He had it all worked out. He told me that once in a while he would boil his socks in the same pan. When I asked him why he would do this, he explained that it was his only pan.
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