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  For Mummy, my brother Eddie, and Johnnie, the love of my life, who inspired and encouraged me to put pen to paper and finally tell my story




  







  Prologue




  I was born in a painted caravan in 1939, into a Romany family who had travelled the roads of Norfolk and the Lincolnshire fens for generations. It was a way of life we loved,

  rooted in traditions that had given Romanies a strong sense of pride in ourselves and our unique culture for centuries, but which could not withstand the changes of the twentieth century. Although

  its time was passing I was lucky to have experienced its old ways, to be lulled to sleep by the patter of rain on the caravan roof as I lay warm in bed, hearing my brothers and sister breathe

  nearby. To have sat around the camp-fire laughing and talking as dinner cooked, the tang of woodsmoke mingling with the smell of the meat and herbs to make your tummy rumble with hunger.




  What I miss most of all is waking up in a new town with new adventures to be had. We moved to Brighton and into bricks and mortar when I was twenty-one, forced off the roads as travelling became

  too difficult. We told ourselves it was just for the season, that we would soon be moving on again. We never did. Fifty years later, I still live in Brighton. But even now, in my seventies, every

  few years I wake up and know it’s time to move on, even if it’s just down the road. I need to find somewhere new to make my home. When you’re born a Romany, you will always remain

  a Romany.




  This is the story of my childhood and my heritage. It’s the story of a time when we could roam freely through the countryside; of love and laughter, excitement and disappointment,

  innocence and mischief; and of the wonderful, and not so wonderful, people we met on our many travels.




  The way we lived means that written records of our past are few and far between, so I relied solely on my memory and that of my relatives as I put pen to paper. Not a day goes by when I

  don’t think back on my childhood with fondness, and I’ve laughed a lot and cried just as often as I’ve remembered the events that have made up my life so far. I hope the following

  pages give you a glimpse into how we really lived as the last generation of true Romany gypsies. It is a way of life, now largely relegated to the pages of history, that I am very lucky to have

  experienced.




  







  ONE




  All You Need is Love




  ‘Eva, gal, you look beautiful,’ Mummy says, her whole face lighting up with pride as she sees me all dressed up to the nines.




  I’m wearing a shocking-pink georgette blouse, a pencil skirt and five-inch heels. My black hair is in its usual French plait and huge gold hoops hang from my ears. I look polished but

  inside my stomach is doing somersaults of anticipation. It is 24 October 1964 and the Beatles are in town. They are playing tonight at the Brighton Hippodrome and the organisers have given me

  permission to go backstage to meet them. Word on the street, though, is that no one is going to be allowed in and that it’s every man, or woman, for themselves. We’ll see about that, I

  thought. I hoped my press pass and my ability to charm people would be enough to get me in.




  ‘Where’s that Nathan gone?’ my mother frets. ‘He should have been here by now.’




  Nathan is my younger brother by three years, and he’s also my cameraman, bodyguard and best friend all rolled into one. Before we can start to debate what’s happened to him, the door

  bursts open and a dead ringer for Tommy Steele walks in. Nathan has the same fair curly hair and cheeky smile and is dressed in a smart navy-blue suit, white shirt and winkle pickers. Around his

  neck is a paisley dickler, a silk scarf which most Romany men choose over a tie for special occasions.




  ‘Are you ready, gal?’ he demands. ‘Let’s get a move on. It’s packed out there.’




  I put on my black jacket with the mink collar and rush to the mirror, digging in my bag for my black eyeliner. With a practised hand, I go over the line I drew on earlier in the day – a

  little more can never hurt. Finally ready, I make my way to the door.




  ‘See you later, alligator,’ I shout to Mummy.




  ‘In a while, crocodile,’ she smiles. Then she stands and cocks her head to one side. ‘Just a minute,’ she whispers. She rushes into the bedroom and returns very quickly

  with something in her hand. As she empties the contents onto my palms, I look down. ‘No, Mummy,’ I gasp. ‘You can’t.’




  ‘Yes, I can,’ she says assertively and looks me squarely in the eyes. She has placed my grandmother Alice Eva’s gold charm bracelet in my hands. I know this means the world to

  her. ‘Granny is as proud of you as I am. You’ve done good, Eva, and you need to know that. Here, it’s yours now.’




  With this, she turns on her heels, walks back into the kitchen and starts singing along with Dean Martin on the radio. As I shut the door, I notice that she’s wiping a tear from her eye.

  Mummy is not a woman who shows her feelings very easily and this makes me realise how far we’ve all come. I know that bracelet meant the world to Granny and to Mummy and now it’s mine.

  As I join the clasp round my wrist, I feel more grown up than ever before. But Nathan brings me back down to earth with a bang. ‘Move it, rabbit’s arse.’ He grabs my arm and

  we’re off, pounding down the stairs from our first-floor flat. By now I am feeding off his excitement.




  We walk down West Street and turn onto the seafront. I love the smell of the sea, mixed with the vibe of Brighton, but tonight there is something especially surreal about the atmosphere, a sense

  that the town is buzzing. As I look out at the waves crashing onto the beach, I wonder where my Johnnie is now, and if he’s thinking about me and missing me as much as I’m missing

  him.




  As we turn onto Ship Street, we see it is mobbed with the kind of crowd you get before a football match. People are pushing and shoving forward, trying to get to the Hippodrome, which is at the

  other end of the road. But it seems much further than that now, from where we are standing. I’m determined the crowd is not going to stop us.




  Nathan holds his camera bag in front of him and pushes his way through the screaming girls. This works and so I follow closely behind. We manage to get as far as a little alleyway called Ship

  Street Gardens when Nathan turns round with a worried look on his face. ‘We can’t get down there, it’s absolutely choc-a-block.’ We are forcibly being pushed towards the

  Heart in Hand pub as the crowd elbows past us desperately. ‘I need a pint. Come on, let’s get in here,’ he sighs with resignation.




  Even this seems like an impossible challenge when we push open the door to the public house and realise how many other people had the same idea. It is heaving in there! Luckily for us, we know

  the landlady. She recognises me and beckons me over, ignoring the people at the bar shoving notes her way in the hope of getting some more drinks down their throats.




  She passes me a tomato juice and Nathan a pint and then, with a wink, she mouths the words ‘There’s some people in the back who will want to meet you’. This is not abnormal

  when I come in here. The regulars know I’m a clairvoyant and often have the Dutch courage to pose questions they’d usually be too shy to ask. We push and shove our way through to the

  back room, which is kept for the stars who are in town, or people from the theatre who want to relax and have a drink in peace.




  As we walk in, I don’t recognise anyone. Nathan pulls at my shoulder. ‘Check out over there. It’s that band, Sounds Incorporated,’ he whispers. I don’t have a clue

  who they are. Suddenly a young man appears by my side and puts his hand out. ‘It’s a bit hot in here, ain’t it?’




  ‘I was hoping to interview the Beatles, but we can’t get through,’ I blurt out, my disappointment clearly showing.




  With a wry smile, he says, ‘Well, we’ve got to get through, because we’re supporting them!’ A rush of adrenalin shoots through my body. We’ve got an in, an

  impossible in, I think to myself. ‘These guys are doing our security,’ he adds, nodding towards a group of well-built men. ‘They’ll get us through.’




  We quickly down our drinks and, with a few hurried whispers and some winks and handshakes, the security guards daisy-chain around us and start moving us through the pub. ‘Security,

  security,’ they shout, pushing the girls and guys in front of us out of the way. Part of me starts to feel slightly sorry for the array of faces around me, being shoved aside so determinedly,

  but the thought that we might make it backstage to meet the Beatles pushes such worries to the back of my mind.




  Nathan’s eyes lock with mine and we smile. ‘Fina,’ we both say at the same time, which in Romany means good. With that, we start laughing.




  Out of the front door, we find ourselves moving up the street and, slowly but surely, we reach the stage door of the Hippodrome. The poor souls who have managed to make it this far are pushed

  very firmly out of the way and we stand in their place, waiting for the doorman to vet us and see if we are one of the favoured few allowed to gain access to the band. They spot the lead singer of

  Sounds Incorporated and the door widens. ‘Come on in, guys,’ they shout. They don’t need to ask us twice.




  Once inside, we are faced with yet another crowd, this time made up of reporters and photographers. They turn around to see who we are. ‘They’re not seeing any press,’ says

  someone I know from the Daily Mail. Then I spot Annie Nightingale, a local DJ and writer. She has obviously been waiting a long time and says, ‘You’re wasting your time, Eva.

  They’re not seeing anybody!’




  Oh really, I think. I love a good challenge. I’ve got this far and I’m not going to let anyone here stop me now. Imagine if I could get the boys to agree to a reading!

  That’d wipe the smiles off of some of these faces.




  A door opens and everyone stops talking and waits to see who will emerge. It is an official-looking man in his early thirties. Nathan and I know the Beatles have to be behind that door.

  Shoulders back, head held high, I start walking confidently towards him. He turns in my direction with a quizzical look in his eye and cocks his head to one side. ‘What on earth does she

  think she’s going to get from me?’ says the look on his face. ‘No interviews,’ he snaps.




  I’m sure he has said this sentence a hundred times in the last hour, so I look him straight in the eyes. ‘I don’t want to interview them. I’ve come to read the

  Beatles’ hands. I’m Eva Petulengro; I’m expected. Would you let them know I’m here, please?’




  I say these words not so much as a question, but as a command. His eyes narrow but I hold his gaze. To my amazement, he turns on his heels and shuts the door on me. Now my heart really is

  pounding. Where is Nathan? Suddenly I feel his camera bag dig into the small of my back.




  ‘What did you say, gal?’ he demands. ‘You didn’t blow it for us, did you?’




  We wait for what seems like an eternity but must only be no more than two minutes. When the door starts to open, I take a step back. Had I done it? Had I talked my way into meeting the Fab

  Four?




  To my amazement, four heads simultaneously, one on top of the other, appear round the door. Paul, John, Ringo and George stare in my direction and look me up and down from top to toe, as an

  inquisitive dog might. As quickly as they appeared, they disappear and the door is firmly shut behind them. Bewildered, I wonder what will happen next. My heart is beating so hard in anticipation

  that it feels like it’s about to jump out of my chest. The same man that had looked so surprised a few moments earlier now comes out of the door and says to me, very respectfully,

  ‘Would you please follow me, Miss Petulengro’.




  I turn my head and give a triumphant grin to the waiting reporters. ‘Come along, Nathan,’ I say and walk briskly towards the door. Nathan, hot on my heels, firmly shuts the door

  behind us.




  We are shown into a small room which is normally used as some kind of an office and is filled with photos of the famous faces that have trodden the boards in the Hippodrome. One of the security

  men instantly eyes Nathan’s camera bag. ‘Sorry, mate. No cameras.’ I open my mouth to speak, but before I can, he smiles and says, ‘We have our own photographer.’ I

  give a sigh of relief, as this is definitely a moment I want recorded for posterity!




  George Harrison comes in first. He is bigger than I had imagined and puts me at ease straight away with his pleasant smile and down-to-earth manner. But what will his hand show? I can’t

  wait to see.




  George gestures for me to sit down and eagerly holds out his hands towards me. ‘I’ve never had me hand read before. I’ve always been curious, though,’ he exclaims. He

  raises an eyebrow and looks at me expectantly. He has very strong lines on his hands and I hear myself telling him that he will branch out into other things. The sensible side of me finds it

  difficult to believe that someone in the most famous band in the world would not stay doing this forever, but I will always tell a client what I see and not just what they want or expect to

  hear. His hands are well worn and I find him to be a soft and gentle man who speaks quietly and has great respect for what I do for a living. His interest in all things psychic seems to be a

  passion and I tell him this is something he should pursue. After half an hour, I complete my reading and we say our goodbyes.




  Next through the door bounds a very lively Paul McCartney. Beaming and full of energy, he throws himself onto the seat and says, ‘Come on then, what have you got to tell me?’




  I think he is a little surprised when my reading reveals that Jane Asher, his girlfriend, will not be the one he marries. I tell him that he will meet someone from America and have a very good

  marriage to her. Someone very artistic and who does in fact share some of Jane’s qualities. Both are fair in colouring, both are great cooks and independent in their careers. Suddenly there

  is a knock at the door. Paul calls out, ‘I’m having my palm read, what do you want?’




  ‘There’s an urgent phone call for Eva,’ says a young man. Immediately thinking that something is wrong with Mummy, I jump up, head for the door and walk quickly to the phone.

  ‘Hello,’ I say anxiously.




  ‘It’s me, I’m back.’




  My heart jumps and I can feel a huge smile spreading across my face. It’s my Johnnie. ‘How did you know where I was?’ I splutter.




  ‘I got Pam to phone your home number and your mother told her you were backstage at the theatre.’




  As I say my next words, I can’t believe they are coming out of my mouth. ‘Phone a taxi for me right now and send it to the back door of the theatre.’




  My Johnnie is home at last and not even the Beatles are going to keep me away from him for another minute. I go back into the room and Paul is gone. After all, he did have a show to do!




  Johnnie is the love of my life and for three years he has continually begged me to marry him. Each time, I said no. I was too scared to make that step, to marry a non-Romany against the wishes

  of my family. When he left Brighton five weeks ago, I really thought that this time I had lost him forever. We’d never been apart for such a long time and I had been missing him so much that

  something in me clicked – I finally realised he was all I’d ever wanted.




  ‘John’s back,’ I say to Nathan. ‘I’m leaving.’




  The taxi arrives ten minutes later and I jump into it, not giving a second thought to the fact that I have left two of the most famous men of our time with unread hands. Years later, I’m

  glad that I didn’t read John Lennon’s palm and so did not foresee the tragic death that awaited him.




  As I sit in the back of the taxi, which doesn’t seem to be moving anywhere near fast enough, I run my fingers over the gold sovereigns on my bracelet and think of my grandmother, Alice

  Eva. She’s such a strong woman: principled, far-sighted and brave. I’ve always looked up to her and my mother. If I say yes to Johnnie, if I marry someone from a non-Romany background,

  what will they think? Will they still be proud of me?




  Do I dare take this step?




  







  TWO




  Mischief and Mayhem




  The first memory I have is vividly imprinted in my mind. I was looking over the side of a pram, which was being pushed at speed across a field. It was very dark, but the sky

  was criss-crossed with search lights. There was a tremendous amount of noise as the antiaircraft guns blazed away at the enemy planes overhead.




  It was May 1941 and my mother and I were living in a field behind Weldon’s car park in Spalding, Lincolnshire, where my father had arranged for us to stay before he left to join the army.

  There were around a dozen caravans occupied by gorger (non-Romany) people on the other side of the field from where we were parked. A short walk away was the Red Lion, a beautiful old inn in the

  marketplace, and it was behind there that my grandmother and the rest of the family had their wagons, or vardos, as we called them.




  It had been raining and there was thick mud on the ground as my mother struggled across the field, pushing the pram with me and her most precious belongings crammed into it. When she got to the

  gate, she found that it was locked. There was a high mesh fence all round the field because, in the summer months, it was used as a sports ground. Fairs were also held there and, during the winter,

  travelling people were allowed to stay on the site for a modest rent.




  My mother picked me up, along with whatever else she could carry, and managed to climb over the high gate. Then she ran towards my grandmother’s vardo, while bombs were dropping on the

  town and the guns were pounding away, spraying shrapnel everywhere.




  We were almost there but some instinct told her not to try to complete her journey. She threw us both under the nearest caravan and we lay there, feeling the ground shudder from the bombs’

  impact.




  Then it quietened. The planes went away and the sound of the guns receded. My mother found, just two inches away from my head, a lump of jagged metal, still red-hot, which would have sliced

  through my skull like butter. She kept that piece of shrapnel as a stark reminder of how precious life is.




  Pulling me out into the open, Mummy picked me up again and made her way shakily to Granny’s vardo. Shutters on the windows acted as blackout curtains, keeping any light from showing, but

  we could just make out Granny on her steps, peering out into the darkness, no doubt looking to see where the bombs might have fallen.




  ‘Laura, is that you? Oh thank God,’ she said. ‘Get inside.’




  The caravan was warm and cosy in the lamplight. I remember my muddy coat and shoes being stripped from my body and a warm blanket being tucked around me. After that, I must have fallen

  asleep.




  Spalding is a quaint place, built along the River Welland. Running from the main high street were little narrow footpaths heading to the medieval priory. Little bits of history could be seen

  everywhere: the White Hart inn, opposite the Red Lion in the market square, was built in the fourteenth century and once housed Mary Queen of Scots, while the rest of the square was dominated by

  pretty Georgian buildings. But this lovely little country town, which had managed to survive hundreds of years untouched, had been badly damaged in a matter of minutes.




  I assume Spalding had air-raid shelters, but none of my family would have gone into them. I don’t know of any Romanies who ever used them – the fear of being enclosed, trapped

  underground, was too great. When the buzz bombs came along later in the war, I think our people believed they stood a sporting chance if they could run fast enough – foolish maybe, but this

  is the way the Romany mind works. We have always lived in open spaces and are used to our freedom. To be locked in and not be able to get out would feel like a death sentence to a Romany.




  Obviously, out there in Lincolnshire, we were usually well away from the terrible bombings that the towns and cities had to put up with, but there was still plenty of evidence that the war was

  on. We were on one of the main flight paths to London and so we actually saw the Germans come and go on their bombing missions. One night, my mother’s sister Vera came banging on the door.

  She rushed in saying, ‘Bring Eva and come over to my vardo. There’s a German who’s bailed out of his plane and is on the loose.’ As Mummy hesitated, Aunt Vera said,

  ‘Come on, let’s go! It’s getting dark.’




  My mother grabbed her big iron frying pan from the cupboard and swung it round her head. ‘I’ll be fine. If he tries to come into my vardo, he’ll get more than he bargained

  for.’




  ‘If you don’t come with me, I’m staying here,’ Aunt Vera said, sitting down and folding her arms.




  ‘You can’t leave your children, Vera. Don’t be silly.’




  In the end, my aunt won and we went back to her vardo for the night. I was put in bed with my cousins Daisy, who is my age, and her big sister Honour, who is three years older. Their father, my

  uncle Cardy (so called because as a boy he was ‘quite a card’), sang to us to calm us down and get us to sleep. The lyrics went something like this: ‘Toffee, chocolate, lollipops

  and ice cream . . .’ and went on to list all the nice things to eat, including cakes, biscuits and strawberries.




  Mummy was sharing Vera’s bed, so Uncle Cardy went off to bed down with his brothers-in-law Nathan and Alger in their old vardo. We heard the next day that some men working in the fields

  had found the airman asleep under a hedge.




  I was born in March 1939, so my memories of those early war years come in fragments. I do recall my baby brother Nathan being born in 1942 and named after my mother’s father, Nathaniel.

  Before, Mummy had been able to leave me in the care of Shunty, her younger sister, who lived with Granny, but she would not leave a baby as young as Nathan. This meant that it was difficult for her

  to go out and work – she read palms and had a loyal circle of clients.




  She was still able to dukker (palm-read) occasionally, though, as some of her clients would visit our vardo. There was one regular, a doctor’s wife, who arranged to come along for a

  reading and to see the new baby. I was under strict instructions to behave myself and I had a new dress for the occasion, in pink Viyella with a matching smock. I knew I’d be placed on the

  steps of the vardo and told to stay there until Mummy had finished attending to the client, under threat of dire punishment if I moved a step away. I couldn’t stay still for more than a few

  minutes at a time and I knew it would feel like hours on those steps, so before the client arrived, I looked around the vardo for something to take with me to help the time pass. What I found was a

  pack of Craven A cigarettes and a box of matches, left behind by some relatives who had visited us the previous evening.




  I remember finding it fascinating to watch grownups puffing away at those funny white sticks, blowing out clouds of smoke, or sometimes, magically, ring upon ring, reaching up to the roof of the

  vardo. It was something I had always wanted to try for myself and so I sneaked a cigarette out of the packet and secreted the box of matches. When the client arrived, I waited for Mummy to close

  the door to the vardo before tiptoeing quietly down the steps and sauntering innocently towards my secret hiding place under the grandstand, on the far side of the field.




  There, crouched on my haunches, I surveyed the cigarette before placing it in my mouth, feeling incredibly grown up and sophisticated. I remember vividly how the taste of the cigarette soaked

  into my lips and I squirmed a little at the bitterness. I struck a match and lit it, drawing in with all of my breath, just as I had seen the grown-ups do. The smoke that I inhaled quickly made its

  way down the back of my throat like a furnace being lit. I not only choked, but spat everything out as a coughing fit overtook me. The red-hot ash fell into my lap, turning to orange and then grey.

  Watching in horror, I saw a hole begin to appear in my new dress. As soon as I managed to get my breath back, I crawled guiltily from my hiding place and ran back to the vardo, knowing that I would

  be in hot water if I was missing for too long. I stopped halfway back and looked down at my dress. There was not just one hole – the dress was covered in them. I wanted to run away, but where

  to?




  ‘Eva!’ I heard a voice call. My heart was in my mouth. If I didn’t come, I knew I would be in trouble, yet I also knew I would be in deep trouble when she saw me. I started

  rubbing violently at the holes, which only seemed to make them more obvious. My eyes stung from the smoke and hot tears were now running down my face.




  ‘Eva, come here now,’ shouted Mummy. ‘Where are you, child?’




  Slowly putting one foot in front of the other, I started to walk towards the vardo. The steps that led up to it, right at this moment, seemed to be the steps of doom. When my mother saw me,

  bedraggled and mucky, she screamed in horror and pointed speechlessly at my dress.




  That was the first time my mother spanked me, and it is a spanking I shall never forget. Maybe she was also relieved that I hadn’t managed to set fire to myself in the process.




  I was a feisty child, and a bloody nuisance. Unable to sit still for two minutes, I was always up to something and was very adventurous. One Christmas I almost learned how to perform on a

  trapeze. Some circus people had set up winter quarters near to us in Spalding and I used to watch them working out their new routines and practising.




  I’d stare with horror at the fire-eaters, who’d douse cotton wool with methylated spirits, set fire to it, then put this flaming bundle in their mouths. Every time I saw it I was

  terrified they’d burn themselves – though of course they never did.




  The trapeze artists were teaching their own children and, because I was always there watching, they taught me a few tricks too. Whether they were just being kind, I don’t know, but they

  said that I was quite supple and doing very well. Suddenly I had visions of myself on the high wire, all beautifully made up and dressed in spangles, with the spotlight turned on me as all the

  other lights in the Big Top dimmed and the huge audience hushed while I tested the ropes before sailing into some death-defying triple somersault without a safety net. Actually, I never got more

  than about two feet above the ground, and then my mother found out where I had been disappearing to and that was the end of my ambition to become a circus performer!




  My next escapade took place inside the vardo, where I was now kept in custody, since my mother dared not let me out of her sight. A chromium-plated screw from one of the cupboard doors had

  worked loose and, after I had fiddled with it for a while, it came away in my hand. To amuse myself, I balanced the flat head of the screw on the palm of my hand and then, having mastered that

  fairly simple operation, I thought I would find out how long I could balance it on the tip of my tongue.




  I found out, and the answer was . . . not for long. I swallowed it! When I told my mother, she rushed me to the nearest hospital. This was one of those few occasions when Romanies would not rely

  upon their own remedies, but would call for a drabengro, or doctor. The drabengro at the hospital x-rayed me and showed the plate to my mother. Unfortunately, the screw was pointing downwards,

  which he said was dangerous because it could puncture something. I was put on a diet of thick, horrible porridge, with no liquids allowed at all, until the screw passed through me. It worked

  eventually, although I remember how cruel I thought my mother was being to me.




  If it wasn’t enough for my mother having to deal with all my antics, there was the constant worry of another bomb attack, or – something that seemed even scarier at the time –

  the possibility of a gas attack. Thank God, it never did happen, but there were frequent scares. I do recall one particular occasion when my mother was absolutely terrified because we had no gas

  masks. The gorgers had all been issued with them through their town halls and schools, but when my mother applied, she was told that there were none left and she would have to wait until another

  supply came through. They advised her, while waiting and in case of a gas attack, to cover herself and the children with wet blankets. Consequently, whenever there was any rumour of a gas attack,

  the middle of the vardo was occupied by a bathtub full of water with three blankets soaking in it.




  In the end, all these scares and dramas became too much for my mother, there on her own, and she decided she would move in with Granny.




  







  THREE




  Stick Fires and Happy Memories




  My grandmother, Alice Eva, was a tiny woman, smart as a carrot, always beautifully groomed and dressed. She was very pretty and dainty when she was young and when I knew her

  she carried herself with the poise of a duchess.




  Granny’s wooden vardo was like a Wonderland to me, lit by two oil lamps with ruby-coloured glass shades which gave a soft, warm glow that made us feel so comfortable and cosy. We’d

  lie on the bed in the evening, our backs against goose-feather-filled pillows covered with large paisley shawls made from pure cashmere with fringes. I’d be drinking a cup of hot Horlicks and

  Granny would have a glass of barley wine. She would unpin her long, dark hair, which almost reached her waist, and I would brush it carefully with a silver brush until told to stop. When it was

  time for bed, Granny would turn on the radio and Vera Lynn and Benny Goodman would sing in the background while she told me stories about my grandfather and their children and I drifted off to

  sleep.




  Alice Eva Taylor came from Hopton in Norfolk, where her family owned a lot of businesses and land. Like most Romanies, she met her future husband, Nathaniel Smith (or Petulengro in Romany), from

  time to time throughout their childhood at gatherings. She told me once that she fell in love with him at the age of eight and always knew she would marry him. They were roughly the same age, I

  believe.




  Nathaniel, who was born in Gorleston, near Great Yarmouth on the Norfolk coast, in 1876, was a very independent young man with a great sense of humour. As a boy, his twinkling eyes made people

  think that he’d done something mischievous, or was about to, which is why he was nicknamed Naughty. His family were horse dealers, so he became one too, and he learned his trade from his

  father and uncles.




  When he was about five, he ran into his father’s vardo and said that Rajie, his favourite horse, was not well.




  ‘What’s the matter with him?’ his father asked.




  ‘I don’t know, Daddy, but he is in pain.’




  His father examined the animal and announced, ‘This horse has colic.’




  ‘I knew something was wrong; he’s got the bellyache!’ Naughty said.




  ‘It’s something bad that he has eaten, so we will give him something to get rid of it,’ his father said. After this, Naughty was known as ‘the bellyache kid’ for a

  while.




  By the age of twenty, he was a very striking man, tall and well-built. He had style and grace, even though his arms seemed to go on forever; in fact, they hung below his kneecaps.




  He had a natural sense of humour, as did Alice, and when they were together at gatherings everyone around could feel the magnetism between them. No one was surprised when, in true Romany

  fashion, the couple eloped, running away to nearby Thetford. On their return, Alice’s mother gave her a gold charm bracelet, with five gold sovereigns hanging from it. It was traditional to

  pass on gold to daughters as a wedding present, for it was as good as money.




  On the same day they returned to Hopton to receive the Romany blessing, their vardo was delivered. In preparation for his marriage, Nathaniel had secretly contacted Dunton’s of Reading, a

  firm renowned for their beautiful vardos, which they had been making since 1880. He ordered for his bride a Reading wagon, known among Romanies as the Rolls-Royce of caravans.




  Naughty selected each piece of wood that went into the building of the vardo, determined to have the best. It was painted a rich ox-blood red on the outside with gold-leaf motifs. Steps led up

  to the footboard at the front of the caravan, where stood two water cans and a matching bowl for washing their hands and faces, made from alternating strips of brass and copper. To finish it off,

  there were two carriage lamps, also made of copper, one situated at each side of the door, to be lit in the evenings when they often sat outside by a stick fire and talked into the night about

  their future together.




  Inside, he dictated the carvings and the design of the cut-glass mirrors in the doors which separated the beds (two doubles, on top of each other like bunk beds) from the living quarters. The

  mirrors were engraved with birds, bunches of grapes, vines and flowers, and the same design was artfully carved into the ceiling. Over the brass mantelpiece there was another splendid mirror, which

  reflected Alice’s precious, delicate Dresden china ornaments. There were two oil lamps made of ruby cut-glass which bathed the whole caravan in a warm, relaxing glow. They also had the finest

  linen, china and silver. Granny’s nine children were born in this caravan, as was I and many of my cousins.




  Later, after their first three children were born, Naughty had a replica of the first vardo built. This one was painted in beautiful sage green, again with the gold leaf decoration. Eventually,

  as their brood grew, he ordered a third – he and Alice had one to themselves; the boys and girls took the other two. Each vardo had coloured leaded windows and stable doors. The horses that

  pulled the vardos were all heavy black-and-white cobs, trained by Naughty and standing at about fourteen hands high; there’s no way less sturdy horses could have done that job. Generally,

  only one horse was used at a time, although two were needed to go up steep hills. That’s probably why the family concentrated on travelling around flat parts of the country, like Norfolk and

  Lincolnshire. Naughty knew horses like the back of his hand and had a deep respect for the animal; his horses never travelled more than fifteen miles a day and were very well looked after. Famous

  racehorse owners would often seek out Naughty to get his advice and guidance on their own horses as he was so highly thought of within this circle.




  Romanies did not believe in or even understand banks. It would have been hard in those days for them to use them anyway because of their travelling way of life. So Romanies put their money into

  gold and china. Both men and women would buy expensive gold necklaces, rings and sovereigns and wear them. They also often invested the money in diamond rings. Should money ever become tight, they

  would sell them, but wearing them seemed like the most obvious thing to do. This is why we see so many pictures of gypsies with gold-hooped earrings. Little did people know that this was them

  wearing their savings, so to speak.




  Every Romany woman would proudly display the china of her or her family’s choice. For the Petulengro family it was (and is) Crown Derby and this particular, very attractive design was

  handed down the family and bought by succeeding generations too.




  The Romany lifestyle often seemed mysterious to gorger folk, who would sometimes attempt to make friends with Romanies with the sole purpose of trying to take a peek into a Romany vardo! But

  this is something Romanies never encouraged as, aware of their expensive ornaments, they were always afraid that word would get out and they would be a target for burglars.




  Alice and Naughty were an incredibly happy couple and they fitted together perfectly. While he treated her like a princess, she managed to tame him and his wild ways. She was a woman who

  didn’t suffer fools gladly and he respected her opinions. She also knew how to suppress his rebellious streak, something no one else had ever been able to do for him. He had always been

  mischievous by nature, hence his nickname, and would regularly tell his children stories that demonstrated how different a path his life could have taken when he was younger, thanks to his

  inability to do what he was told.




  Naughty’s brothers all claimed to be educated because they once went to school for five weeks. This was at Broome, in Norfolk, where the family had pulled in to paint the vardos. As

  usually happened when Romanies stopped somewhere for longer than a few days, the authorities insisted that while they were there, the boys would have to attend the village school. Having never been

  to school before, the other boys were curious about the experience and were quite happy to give it a try, but not Naughty. He wanted to stay at home and tend the horses, which he loved. Wild ones

  could not have dragged him to that school and, always the rebel, he never did go. He saw no reason why he should fit into the gorger way of life when he was a Romany.




  I also remember being told a story of how he and his brothers were one day leaving a horse auction when they saw an old cart and horse in the street outside. They examined it and decided it was

  not worth bidding for. On the back of the cart there was a pile of sacks and, on top of these, an old worn-out pair of boots, obviously discarded by their owner and not in any condition to be worn

  by anyone.




  Naughty picked up one of the boots and threw it to his brother, my great-uncle Olby, and, as high-spirited boys will, they had a general game of catch. All this, they didn’t realise, was

  being observed by a policeman who, for want of something better to do, arrested them on a charge of stealing footwear – the rotten old pair of boots.




  They had done nothing wrong; there had been no intention to steal anything. Though chastened by this end to their joke, it still seemed a bit of a lark and they had no doubt that this silly

  charge against them would be thrown out of court. When the brothers were asked what they had to say, they apologised in the manner they had been taught. All except Naughty, who looked at the

  magistrate as though he didn’t think much of his intelligence for taking this stupid matter seriously and said, ‘If I were going to steal, it would be something a lot more valuable than

  a worn-out pair of old boots, I assure you.’ Luckily, all he got was a good telling off.




  Like generations of his family before him, horses were in Naughty’s blood and there was nothing anyone could tell him about a horse or its fitness. He knew all the tricks of the trade and

  could spot a cheat immediately, but he was also known for his honesty and would never have used his knowledge to cheat anyone himself. Later, during the First World War, he supplied horses to the

  cavalry.




  The profit they earned from their horse trading was sometimes counted in shillings rather than pounds, but this was neither here nor there to Naughty and his brothers. The Romany never counted

  his time; he was a free man and rejected the idea of a regular job and steady wages as that would have taken away some of that freedom. So whatever Naughty earned was profit and, in that way, he

  always got the best of the bargain.




  He would also tend horses and was a blacksmith, again something his father and his father before him had done. As Naughty learned from his father, so he would go on to teach his sons. He

  expected that their future livelihoods would depend on their ability to deal knowledgeably in horses.
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