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‌Prologue

    I drove out to Dale Farm on the morning of Wednesday, 19 October 2011, with a sick feeling in my stomach. This, at last, was eviction day for some eighty or so Irish Traveller families, after ten long years of wrangling. There were to be no more phoney wars.

    The McCarthys, the Sheridans, the Flynns, the O’Briens and the Slatterys, among others, some of whom I’d first met more than five years earlier, were going to leave their beloved home, Dale Farm, with its scruffy dogs and bumpy tracks, its immaculate gated pitches and tidy caravans and chalets. Back in 2006, there had been little to no press interest in the site, and I had to persuade my editor at The Economist that this was a story worth covering. She gave me 850 words.

    Now, I had to park at a garden centre a long walk down the lane because there was no room nearer to the site. The world media were there – from Japan, the US, Canada and mainland Europe. I noticed that the air smelt foul. Three helicopters hovered overhead as a plume of smoke drifted upwards from a burning caravan. A few masked protestors shouted obscenities at the police. Many of the Travellers were close to tears, although a few remained defiant. Eviction day was underway.

    Mary Ann McCarthy had left the site a few weeks earlier. Grattan Puxon was holed up inside the embattled encampment and wasn’t answering his phone. Finally, two legal observers smuggled me in.

    I walked round to the back, where the police and bailiffs had breached the defences at 7 a.m. I almost immediately ran into Michelle and Nora Sheridan, who were both near tears. Nora told me: ‘I saw someone being tasered: he fizzed, I tell you,’ as she tried to stop her three boys from going near the police lines. Michelle added: ‘Yes, some of them were throwing stones but it was inhumane. I was running away with a child in my arms. I was terrified.’ Tom, her youngest, who was just eighteen months old, was crying in her arms. Nearby I saw Candy Sheridan, the vice-chairwoman of the Gypsy Council, negotiating with the Bronze Commander to get an ambulance on to the site to evacuate two sick residents.

    I looked around at this site that I had visited so many times over the past years. The caravan was still burning, and activists scurried around with little rhyme or reason. A community was being dismantled, real people were losing the only home they’d ever had, yet the scene was unreal, like seeing agit-prop theatre in the round. Dale Farm was a paradox – an iconic symbol of the struggle of nomadic people to find a place to call home – yet in so many ways completely different from life for most Romani Gypsy and Traveller families in the UK. What, in the end, did the battle of Dale Farm signify, and how did it connect to the wider story of the nomads in our midst, and the settled community’s relationship with them? What was this fight really about?

    Katharine Quarmby

    ‌


‌Introduction

    This book is about some of the last nomadic communities in the UK – called by many names, but generically known to most people as ‘Gypsies’, a contested word that includes, in fact, many separate communities. They include the English and Scotch Romanies, the Welsh Kale Romanies, the Irish Travellers, the British Showpeople and (New) Travellers, as well as their own offshoots, including the Horsedrawns and the Boaters. What unites all of them is their struggle to survive, make homes and hold fast to cultures that often bring them into conflict with the so-called settled community.

    I knew, from the moment that I was commissioned to write a book about Britain’s nomadic peoples in the wake of the eviction from Dale Farm, that I had to go much further afield to set that particular location in its rightful context as merely one part of a long and bitter struggle for Traveller sites in this country. Dale Farm was and remains highly significant, but I wanted to visit other trouble spots and interview other nomads – English and Scottish Romani Gypsies and Travellers, and even some of the newly arrived Roma, whose voices also should be heard.

    This book, therefore, has its roots in Dale Farm, the first Traveller community I ever visited and of its inhabitants. But it is also the story of another site, Meriden, occupied, like Dale Farm, without planning permission, by Romani Gypsies with roots in Scotland, Wales and England. I also travelled to Glasgow, to interview Slovakian Roma, who had arrived rapidly over a few years, and agencies working with them, and travelled to both the Stow and the Appleby horse fairs to visit Gypsies and Travellers in trading and holiday mode. I went to Darlington in the North-East to visit the much respected sherar rom, elder Billy Welch, who organises Appleby Fair and has big dreams about getting out the Gypsy and Traveller vote, and to the North-West to talk to the devastated family of Johnny Delaney, a teenager from an Irish Traveller background who was kicked to death for being ‘a Gypsy’ ten years ago. I travelled down to Bristol to talk to veteran New Traveller Tony Thomson about life on the road in the 1980s, and being caught up the vicious policies of the Conservative government at that time. I also journeyed into East Anglia, where New Travellers, Irish Travellers and English Gypsies have made homes, and north of London, to Luton, to meet some of the destitute Romanian Roma who have created a vibrant community in the heart of England with the help of an inspirational Church of England priest named Martin Burrell. I was also invited to a convention in North Yorkshire by the Gypsy evangelical church, Light and Life, which is growing at an exponential rate and whose influence on nomadic cultures in the UK cannot be underestimated.

    I could have travelled more – to Rathkeale, where English–Irish Travellers go for weddings, funerals and to have the graves of their ‘dear dead’ blessed once a year, or to Central and Eastern Europe, where most of the world’s Roma population (and the smaller population of Sinti and other nomadic groups) live. But I chose to concentrate on the experience of Gypsies, Roma and Travellers living in the UK – to go deep, rather than wide. But it was striking that many of those I interviewed would phone me from abroad, or from hundreds of miles away from their actual home, completely comfortable having travelled miles to find work – as long as they were with family – or were earning money to keep their family.

    I’ve also looked at the resurgent creative life of Britain’s nomads – in poetry, the visual arts, drama and music. I regret not having either the budget or the time to reflect as deeply as I would have liked to on other nomadic British communities – circus and Showpeople as well as the Welsh Kale Gypsies. But their unique experiences deserve books and attention to themselves, rather than a superficial mention in this one. Of course, any book about Gypsies, Roma and Travellers cannot possibly express the depth and width of the cultures; I just hope that I have given a glimpse into a world that is not as secretive as people claim, but which is understandably private and focused on keeping close family ties alive under enormous stress.

    At the heart of this book is the story of families from both Romani Gypsy and Traveller backgrounds caught up in the bitter conflicts at the Dale Farm and Meriden settlements. These families have come to public prominence over the last decade and, over the last six years, all of them have been kind enough to share some of their history with me, for which I am deeply grateful. Between them they have experienced forced eviction, racist crimes, multiple health problems, obstacles in obtaining education and, of course, life on the road, not only in Britain but abroad too. Despite all this, the families I have met have long and proud histories; they are steeped in the traditions and culture of their peoples, which they are rightly anxious and proud to preserve.

    I met the Sheridans and the McCarthys in 2006, when I first visited Dale Farm. Mary Ann McCarthy was clearly the matriarch of the Irish Traveller site and, like many journalists, I was taken to see her that April. Her gentle welcome set the tone for my many encounters over the years, and I was sad to see her forced to fight for her home. I met Nora and Michelle Sheridan, who have risen to prominence among the Dale Farm community during the fight over the site clearance, on that same visit. They, like many other families, have been hospitable to me in uncountable ways, sharing their hopes and their worries about what the future holds for British nomads. I met the Townsleys and Burtons at Meriden in 2011. The Townsleys are an old Scottish Gypsy family, mentioned as far back as the time of Bonnie Prince Charlie, and after much travelling around the UK, and even as far away as Canada, put down tentative roots in the Midlands. The well-known English (and Welsh) Gypsy Burton family have traced their line back as far as 1482. The Townsleys and the Burtons are neighbours and close friends.

    But these individual stories are only half of the picture. When I set out to write this book, I wanted it to move between the settled community and the nomads with whom we share this island – to give an account of the conflict that has risen between these two ways of life, and other, happier times when we have lived alongside each other in some harmony. I come from a diverse family myself – my family by birth is partly Iranian and partly English; my family by adoption, partly Serbian, Spanish and English. My Iranian birth father sailed the high seas in the Iranian Navy before being jailed after the Iranian Revolution – my birth mother was a white English girl in a seaport. My father comes from a Yorkshire farming family that can trace its roots back hundreds of years. My mother’s family is a hotch-potch of Spanish socialists, artists and Bosnian Serb nationalists, some of whom were jailed for their beliefs. She came to England after the Second World War, not able to speak a word of English. I live in the British settled community but I cherish the fact that, like many, I have roots in more than one community, both here and abroad. I wanted No Place to Call Home to speak from that middle point of view.

    It has been difficult to encompass both viewpoints, however, because speaking to one side has sometimes meant the other side has sheered away from contact. This was particularly true at Meriden, where contact with the Romani families there meant that those on the other side of the fence, the residents from the settled community, felt that they would not get a fair hearing. My experience encapsulates the problem that we face: neither side feels as though it is being treated fairly. How we get over that – how we play fair with each other – is our challenge, and our necessary goal. Pitting local settled people against nomadic people (who are also often local too) benefits nobody. Both sides in this conflict have inherited a legacy of bitterness, contempt and even, in some cases, hatred between each other. But we do not have to be bound and constrained by that common past. We need to find a way to talk to each other and to move beyond our historical differences.

    After all, these divisions are artificial. Since the first Roma, Irish and Scotch Travellers arrived on Britain’s shores, perhaps as long ago as a thousand years, these groups have intermarried with settled people. That practice continues today – ethnic Roma from Central and Eastern Europe are now marrying into English Gypsy and Irish Traveller families, as well as into the settled community. It is estimated that as many as thirty per cent of people in the county of Kent may have Romani blood, and similar estimates hold true in other areas, particularly in the North-East, East Anglia and around London. For all the wish to hold fast to a proud, sometimes separatist culture, DNA testing of some of the oldest Romani Gypsy families appears poised to find that these lines are heavily European, though they may well carry Asian phenotypes in keeping with their origin stories.‌1

    As someone who is myself half Iranian and half English, I find these sorts of discoveries exhilarating rather than worrying. Not everyone feels the same about ethnic diversity, but the truth is that no pure bloodlines divide the settled community from British nomads. We all belong to these shores and may as well learn to live together, or at least alongside each other, better than we do at the moment. Indeed, most of the English and Scotch Gypsies, as well as the Irish Travellers who were born here, are more British, ethnically and culturally, than many of us in the settled community. Visiting the horse fairs where Gypsies and Travellers trade together is a glimpse into two sometimes separate cultures, but it is also a glimpse back into Old England. Once-cherished skills like riding bareback, skinning rabbits, handing down songs in the oral tradition, making pegs, cooking outdoors over campfires and trading horses, for example, are part of our ancient common culture, not skills that set Gypsies and Travellers apart from everyone else.

    Despite all the grimness of the Dale Farm eviction, despite the racism that so many nomads confront, despite the contaminated conditions in which so many are forced to live because of the paucity of sites, I am hopeful. I am hopeful that things will change for the better, for all of us. This isn’t wistful optimism, however. Right back in 2006, on my first visit to Dale Farm, I was struck by the resilience, optimism and kindness of so many of the Travellers I met. More than six years on I can see change and revival at every level. The Pentecostal Life and Light church is for the Gypsy people, led by the community and increasingly self-confident about its identity. Like the black Baptist churches in 1960s America, it is giving Gypsies and Travellers the tools they need to speak out – to serve as witnesses to their condition and as actors to change it. Perhaps a leader in the mould of Martin Luther King Jnr will come from this root. The strong edicts against drunkenness, domestic violence and drugs have something of the early Methodists in them too, with their emphasis on self-reliance and pride. Many Irish Travellers maintain a strong Catholic faith – I don’t think I have ever met as many devout people as I have in getting to know Gypsy and Traveller families over the past few years.

    The increasing importance that the communities themselves place on education, particularly among women and children, is heartening. Seeing Gypsy and Irish Traveller women – Candy Sheridan, Maggie Smith-Bendell, Siobhan Spencer and Janie Codona, to name but a few – speaking out about their communities and politics is truly exhilarating. The growing number of self-confident Gypsy and Traveller artists working in the visual arts, poetry, drama and music, and making international connections, has something to teach us all on this insular little island. The push by elders like Billy Welch, and influential men and women in the Irish Traveller community, including Candy Sheridan, Alexander Thomson, Pat Rooney and others to get out the Gypsy and Traveller vote, could give the communities the electoral pressure they so clearly need to push through proper accommodation and respect for their communities.

    Lastly, in this book, I have used the words ‘Romani’, ‘Romany’, ‘Romanies’ and ‘Gypsy’ somewhat interchangeably. Some people from that particular community use one to describe themselves, some another. Indeed, artists, activists, academics and community members continue to debate which word they prefer to this day. A number of internationally renowned artists have now ‘reclaimed’ the word ‘Gypsy’, as they say it describes an international identity better than the words ‘Rom’ or ‘Roma’. This is not for me to judge. I have, in all cases, tried to use the words that the person used to describe themselves in each case. Any insult is inadvertent and should these choices offend anyone, I apologise.
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‌‘Chance of a Lifetime’

    He was waiting outside Wickford station for me, an unassuming, quietly spoken man, wearing a black felt fedora, which was his trademark. The fine April morning suited Essex, particularly this part of the Essex countryside, where the garden centres and the houses start to run out until you turn a corner on a dusty, hole-pocked road and find yourself in view of a Traveller site.

    The man in the fedora was Grattan Puxon, who had been campaigning for Traveller sites for over forty years before this trip in 2006 to visit Dale Farm. From the outside, it had all the trappings of a place under siege – the heavy gate made of scaffolding poles barred the way in, though a banner inscribed ‘Save Dale Farm’ fluttered invitingly. Dale Farm, billed by the authorities and the media as the largest encampment of Gypsies and Travellers in Britain, sprawled over several acres and was home to about a thousand people. Some of the pitches had barbed wire running along their perimeters.

    Grattan turned right onto the grandly named Camellia Drive and came to a cream-coloured chalet set in an immaculate pitch, which was decked out with flowers in pots, a low red-brick wall and statues of lions proudly sitting on the gateposts – a chalet belonging to Mary Ann McCarthy.

    Mary Ann, a softly spoken grandmother of seven with dark, carefully set hair, welcomed us into her spotless chalet. Grattan and I sat down on her cream three-piece suite, covered in plastic to protect the fabric, and were offered cups of strong tea. In the kitchen, one of Mary Ann’s daughters was hard at work scrubbing out every single cupboard. Most people from the ‘settled community’ have heard that Traveller sites and homes are dirty places – a pernicious myth. The chalet was tidy and clearly cherished, with alcoves built to show off statues of Jesus and the Virgin Mary, alongside Mary Ann’s Crown Derby china and lovingly dusted wax flowers and fruit.

    In 2004, she had taken the fateful decision to move to Dale Farm. She was a widow and she needed to find a way to support herself. ‘It was government guidance; they told us that Gypsies and Travellers should provide for themselves, so we did that,’ she explained. ‘We bought the scrap yard: one half of it was already passed for planning permission and our relations were living there.’ Her five daughters and son-in-law lived on the site, and she had grandchildren dashing in and out of her chalet before and after school. She was learning how to read for the first time. She and her grandchildren would pore over the easy readers they would bring back from school, learning together.

    ‘Dale Farm is the chance of a lifetime. We can get education, start to use computers and all. We won’t have the time to get education if we get moved from post to pillar again,’ Mary Ann told us. ‘We want to live like human beings, not like rats.’ Dale Farm was the epitome of a settled, matronly, Traveller’s life and her chalet was the perfect home – ‘We get smothered living in a house; we feel like we have been put in jail.’‌1 But her wish to be left alone to live with her family in a close-knit community was not to be.

    Mary Ann’s neighbours, sisters Nora and Michelle Sheridan, jointly cared for their elderly parents, John and Mary Flynn, who had moved onto the site partly because of health problems. They didn’t want to be on the road again, with police constantly pounding at their caravan door. It was a hard decision to make for a family used to travelling. ‘The Sheridans have always got together in big groups, particularly in seaside towns. I remember them turning up at Great Yarmouth one year with around five hundred trailers, and another big get-together in Rhyl in Wales … Dale Farm was a big compromise, to settle down,’ remembered Grattan.‌2

    Nora and Michelle also wanted to give their young children an education. Like Mary Ann, they felt that schooling was a vital part of their children’s hopes to establish a stable way of life. Neither of the Sheridan sisters had gone to school much, and they had both struggled with literacy. A few months before, the local primary school had duly accepted some forty-five Traveller children, but their attendance had thus far been somewhat erratic – and troubled. When they arrived in the schoolroom, all of the non-Traveller children, some three-quarters of the entire intake, had been almost immediately withdrawn from the school. Essex County Council had pledged to keep the school open, though the district council leader questioned this decision: ‘If only a few children turn up each day, shouldn’t our resources be spent elsewhere?’

    Mary Ann’s son-in-law Richard Sheridan had spoken out on behalf of the many very young and very old and very sick people who lived at the site, finding comfort in a place where each family could have its own well-kept patch of land. They found that comfort in the sense of community. ‘When Dale Farm was destroyed, they destroyed a community, a village,’ as Candy Sheridan, a member of the Gypsy Council, loosely related to Nora and Michelle Sheridan on her father’s side, would later put it.

    But it was a village with just three or four extended Traveller families, living on pitches without planning permission. It was, right from the start, contested land.

    Whatever the families wanted, the legal machinations to evict them were gathering pace. Basildon District Council, which was responsible for the site, had voted the year before to evict the people who were living at Dale Farm illegally, at an estimated cost of £1.9 million. Malcolm Buckley, who led the Conservative council at the time, argued that Basildon provided more pitches than most local authorities do. Limited planning permission had been granted to a small number of English Gypsies in the 1990s on a site adjoining Dale Farm. Basildon just could not handle more people moving onto Dale Farm.

    Around the year 2000, Irish Travellers started to move to Dale Farm. Two Irish Travellers, Patrick Egan and John Sheridan, and a third man, Thomas Anderson, had bought the land at Dale Farm. They acquired it from Ray Bocking, a scrap-yard owner who had recently been bankrupted for breaching green-belt provisions enforced by Basildon Council in 1994.

    There was already a cottage on the site, and Patrick Egan moved into it. He named it ‘Dale Farm House’, and he and the other owners set out to divide the remaining land into pitches. They charged up to £20,000 for each pitch – for many of their fellow Irish Traveller families an entire life’s worth of savings. Nonetheless, news spread quickly, and family after family, many loosely related – Egans, Flynns, McCarthys, O’Briens and Sheridans – moved in.

    The council and several people living nearby noticed that the number of caravans was increasing sharply. One horrified local resident was Len Gridley. His parents had bought themselves a retirement home, a spacious bungalow called Windy Ridge, in the green belt in 1984. Windy Ridge backed onto Dale Farm. The year they moved in, a handful of English Gypsies from the Saunders and Beany families, had occupied a field in Oak Lane. Len’s family were at first perturbed, as were other residents in the local village of Crays Hill, but the Gypsy families integrated relatively well, with their children mixing in easily at the local primary school. But by 2003, the rateable value of Windy Ridge had been cut in half – due, Len said‌3, to the nature and great number of families occupying Dale Farm.

    It wasn’t just Windy Ridge that was down in value; others had seen property prices fall by twenty per cent, according to Len, and it was all due to the Irish Traveller encampment. ‘Say if an elderly couple want to sell up, a young couple wants to come in, they ask, “Where’s the local school?” They go there and find out what the history of the school is – the sale falls through. I mean, who wants to move into a village where you haven’t got a school, you haven’t got the pubs, because these people have ruined it all?’

    Len saw clear distinctions between the peaceable English Gypsy families, who kept themselves to themselves, and the Irish ‘clans’, as he called them, who had arrived more recently. Like many other Essex folk, he had known English Gypsies for years. ‘I was brought up with the English Gypsies, they came every year to the bottom field. And I can tell you, when they left every season, that field was left cleaner than they come; they took the attitude we are coming back next year so they don’t leave a mess,’ he said. ‘My sister even married an English Gypsy, and they are still together.

    ‘It’s all these immigrants, these Irish are immigrants, they have come over here and abused the system,’ explained Len about his views at that time. ‘And if they need alternative sites, they should be limited to ten or twelve caravans. You have to limit the size of the sites and scatter them. It was so big, they took the attitude “in numbers we can have mob rule, intimidate people”; they didn’t get away with it with me, because I fought back.’ Len was sure that others had been intimidated, however. ‘That’s why people won’t speak out against them,’ he said.

    The settlement had completely changed the Essex way of life, in Len’s view. ‘The noise, at night-time, you get the tooting and everything else. You couldn’t shut the door and pull the curtains shut and say they weren’t there. When the English [Gypsies] were there, they had a rule: they were living in a community and didn’t want anybody to complain. There was no rubbish in the road … It was when the Irish came that the English left; they didn’t want to be tarred with the same brush.’

    It was true that the English Gypsies who were living at Dale Farm mostly sold up and moved on not long after the Irish Travellers arrived. But it’s not clear whether this was in response to the influx of Travellers or the shooting in October 2002 of an English Gypsy, Billy Williams, in what some claim was a land dispute and others say was an issue of mental health.‌4

    As the number of families grew, Len became more and more obsessed – by his own admission sometimes donning camouflage gear and watching the Travellers from the back of his garden. ‘I saw smuggling there – cigarettes being smuggled in, sofas, three-piece suites,’ he said.

    This allegation might well also have had some truth in it, or at least a fair amount of attention to the proceedings of the local courts and newspapers. The affable Richie Sheridan, one of the many Sheridans who had moved to Dale Farm, had been convicted two years earlier for cigarette smuggling.‌5 He had allegedly brought the contraband cigarettes into the country in three-piece living room suites that had been manufactured in Poland. In June 2006, just two months after my first visit to Dale Farm with Grattan, Richie pleaded guilty to conspiracy to fraudulently evade excise duty and was sentenced to twelve months in prison.

    The stereotypes were settling in along with the residents. Villagers complained of other anti-social behaviour at and around the site: rubbish strewing the road, drunkenness, risky driving. David McPherson-Davis, a local parish councillor, well remembers those early stand-offs. ‘Around 2002 the Irish Travellers started to arrive, and the English Gypsies moved off. We saw the site being bought and divided into chunks – 2002 to 2003 was the worst time for our community. There was a definite trend of Irish Travellers trying to dominate our village; there was sheer confrontation in the shops, and in cars trying to drive us off the road. That was mostly the young men, and it was shocking and appalling.’

    Len’s parents were upset by the situation. They couldn’t sell Windy Ridge and move to the Canary Islands, as they had long dreamed of doing. Len spoke with bitterness about how the Irish Travellers had changed their lives. After a number of threats – from both sides – Len was issued with a panic alarm, which he still carries with him at all times. He says his mental health has suffered and he has had to seek psychiatric care.

    He felt that the village itself was being shattered. ‘There’s no village community now, no one talks to each other now,’ he said with despair. ‘We tried to get a residents’ association together, but other than a couple of families in this village, I no longer have the time of day with many of them.’

    Some of the Travellers had sought out Dale Farm after being evicted from other sites, including one notorious eviction nearby in Borehamwood.‌6 In November 2002, after the Conservatives took control of the council and Malcolm Buckley became leader, he and the council decided to take decisive action. They, too, would evict the Travellers.

    They were stymied. John Prescott, then Deputy Prime Minister, gave the Travellers two years’ leave to stay. Once a ship’s steward, Prescott had often been the Labour Party’s voice on matters of the working class. ‘The Travellers had moved on there at Dale Farm and ignored the planning requirements,’ Prescott recalled in a rare interview.‌7 ‘I didn’t support them living there without planning permission, but the main consideration for me was to give their children the right to go to school, and provide them with time to deal with the problem. I told them, “Come the end of the two years, you will have to go. Accept that you will comply with planning.”’

    By 2004 or thereabouts, with this limited leave to remain in place, the community had reached an uneasy truce. For the most part, the Irish Traveller men were away working much of the time, and the women were settling down and sending their children to school. Many were hurt by the persistent hostility they faced, both in the village and in the local media, but they were committed to making something out of Dale Farm. They organised a regular litter pick-up in the lane, clearing the rubbish by hand, even though some of the younger residents throw things out of car windows as they make their way to the site. They wanted to stay put – for the first time in their lives, they had found somewhere that they could call home.

    Prescott’s limited permission to remain ran out on 13 May 2005. It was then that court action to clear the site began in earnest.

    The next month, on 8 June, the council called a public meeting to decide whether to force the Travellers to leave the site in compliance with green-belt law. Three hundred people crowded into Basildon’s Townsgate Theatre. They included the actor Corin Redgrave, who was running for Parliament on the Peace & Progress party ticket. Redgrave delivered a passionate speech in support of the Travellers, who he called ‘the most deprived community in the country’. As he made his case, he collapsed. He had suffered a heart attack and nearly died. The meeting was cancelled and the decision to evict was temporarily postponed.‌8

    Not long afterwards, the council passed an order requiring the Travellers to move on. But Basildon officials and local politicians knew there was a fight ahead. The residents at Dale Farm applied for judicial review, pushing off the council’s ability to set a firm date for clearing the site. ‘We have made a reasonable provision. Any alternative site in the district is unacceptable, the site is unsuitable for anyone to live on, and there is a potential issue around contamination,’ Malcolm Buckley explained at the time. ‘We don’t think we should be penalised for our generosity’.

    Some in the larger Basildon community felt that generosity was exactly what was needed, most notably a number of parishioners from the Catholic Church of Our Lady of Good Counsel in the nearby parish of Wickford. One was former social worker Ann Kobayashi. ‘I became involved first because … the priest asked me to go up there; I had never been to Dale Farm then,’ she recalled. She was surprised to find the numerous families on the site. They had been all but invisible to her. ‘He asked me to help with a benefits matter, as I had a background in social services. I had never imagined the site was there. Even though I was part of Wickford, I didn’t know it was there.’

    During her benefits visits, Ann met Grattan. Soon after, she too became involved in the bigger campaign to save Dale Farm. At that stage, Grattan was playing everything strictly by the book. ‘It started off as “don’t concede, we want to preserve this”.’ As it became more likely that the green-belt argument would win the day, there had to be a back-up plan. They needed to have somewhere to go; they couldn’t assume they would be able to stay. ‘Grattan for years was pursuing the legal route, and then the council homelessness route, in order to demonstrate willingness and in a sense put pressure on the council to provide culturally appropriate alternatives if Dale Farm had to be conceded,’ Ann said. Grattan wasn’t a committed activist – he was a confirmed advocate. ‘Every week he visited, filled in forms, did legal aid stuff, gave advice, all the other stuff that comes up, that carries on in any group that has literacy difficulties – they have umpteen bits of paper they can’t manage.’

    Sean Risdale, then the policy officer for the East of England at the Commission for Racial Equality, was first sent out to Dale Farm around this time. ‘I became aware very quickly that Travellers were probably more discriminated against than any other grouping in society,’ he said.‌9 At the time, the office of the Deputy Prime Minister estimated that there were sixteen thousand Traveller caravans across Britain, with only seventy-four per cent of them located on authorised sites. Thirteen per cent camped illegally on other people’s property. The rest – another thirteen per cent – were on sites like Dale Farm, where the travellers own the land but do not have planning permission to live on it.‌10 Risdale knew that twenty-five per cent of the 300,000-strong Traveller community lived or regularly passed through the nation’s eastern counties. ‘My immediate reaction was, “What is all the fuss about?” This was a well-ordered set of domestic plots in the middle of a sprawling ex-scrap yard, not a beauty spot violated by unruly incomers … a warm, friendly place to visit, with a very strong sense of community cohesion.’

    The judicial review of the council’s eviction order had been expected to come as early as May 2006. The Commission for Racial Equality, then a staunch ally, had intervened in the proceedings to make sure the court took into account the district’s legal obligation to promote good race relations. Risdale was also aware that Prescott’s office had reckoned that another four thousand pitches would need to be found to accommodate Travellers who did not have permission to live on their land. These four thousand pitches had yet to be found.

    At the same time, politicians closer to the ground were being lobbied intensively by the residents of Basildon district, who were urging immediate action – that is, immediate eviction. They needed to lay out a line of arguments to help ensure that the Commission for Racial Equality’s intrusion would not put a halt to their community improvement plan. John Baron, the local MP, was under special pressure from constituents, who were increasingly irked by the lack of progress. Shortly after the temporary leave had expired, in July 2005, Baron had raised the issue in the Commons. ‘In 2003 in essence the government gave the Travellers two years to find alternative sites, during which time no enforcement action could be taken by the council. Yet, during this time, the site quadrupled in size,’ he said. For the record, he had ‘no problem’ with ‘law-abiding Travellers’ but ‘no one can accuse us of discriminating against Travellers or of being intolerant or racist. All that we ask is that everyone obeys the same set of rules, especially if they wish to live in the community. Clearly, that has not happened at the illegal Crays Hill site.’‌11

    Separately, Malcolm Buckley called in a firm of bailiffs, Constant and Company, that specialise in removing Travellers, to see if they would take on the job. ‘We have solid expertise going back around five, six years; we go all over the country using common law methods to evict,’ the company’s managing director, Bryan LeCoche, said proudly. ‘The Crays Hill situation, that’s more of a one-off action … I’ve got nothing against Travellers, they are our stock in trade, but what is the contribution made by Travellers to this country?’ he asked. This eviction would go ahead, just like any other. But, rather prophetically, he knew that the aftermath would be different this time – even if the logistics were much the same, the sort of job that wouldn’t ‘faze’ his employees. ‘We have built up a reputation to deal with this very sensitive issue; we are not rent-a-mobs … It is usually fairly cordial – we do respect the fact that these are their homes which are taken into safe storage.’‌12

    On the way to Dale Farm, Grattan had taken a detour to Hovefields, which was then under more immediate threat of eviction, to look into charges that Constant and Company’s bailiffs could be violent – which LeCoche refuted. The five families living at the smaller site expected to be evicted at any time. One of the mothers, her pale face drawn with stress, had been evicted several times before. ‘I was looking at fifty or so police and bailiffs in bullet-proof vests, and I asked them not to block us in, but they did. That was Constant and Co.,’ she said.

    If the council managed to get their way, the Irish Travellers who had put down roots at Dale Farm would be on the road again before too long – yet another generation of unwanted nomads.
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‌Neighbours and Nomads

    In a gentle, lilting voice, Mary Ann McCarthy shared the story of her life before Dale Farm. She was born in Dublin, and her family travelled all over Ireland in a horse-drawn wagon while she was growing up. As the economic situation in the Republic worsened in the 1950s, attitudes towards Travellers became more hostile, and her father took the decision to make a bigger move. ‘My father sold his caravan, two horses and a car and we came over on the boat to England, and we went to Birmingham. We had no place to live and my father bought a bus for us to live in.’ Life changed overnight – no more cooking outside. ‘We were in this car park in Birmingham so we couldn’t light a fire.’ Life in the Midlands proved hard, with constant evictions.

    Mary Ann’s family, like many, took the evictions in their stride and kept on travelling. ‘At first it was fine, but it got worse and worse, and more and more difficult to travel.’ At eighteen she met a man at a fair and got married. Her newlywed life was no honeymoon. ‘I would try and sell from door to door, he would look for tarmac or scrap, and that’s one thing you can say about Travellers, if one thing fails, they turn their hand to something else. We worked hard our whole life.’ They got a caravan for their first home – Mary Ann’s first experience of living in a trailer. ‘I never really lived in a trailer until I got married, that’s when I moved into a trailer with a motor and then it was the travelling life for me. It was more convenient [than a horse-drawn wagon], especially when you had children. You could go places faster, it was a better way of life.’ There was also safety in numbers. ‘We always liked to travel together, families did, because you always felt kind of safe if you were at the side of the road; sometimes you would get a lot of hassle, people pegging stones on top of you, you always felt more secure.’‌1 A couple of decades later, nearly a thousand people were gathered with her at Dale Farm.

    Catholicism had always been important to Mary Ann: ‘When I was travelling, I’d never miss Mass of a Sunday … I always found the priests very nice, the ones I have met.’ At Dale Farm, she joined her neighbours in attending the ‘settled’ church in the nearby village of Wickford, arriving at Mass in big groups. This stoked resentment among some of the residents of Basildon, who felt their community was being overwhelmed.

    ‘Some local people have achieved success by moving out to these un-made-up roads, living a semi-rural life … They’ve bought a little bit of countryside – they may have been denied building and planning, makes their lives hell – and suddenly this foreign group comes along; they are Travellers, they are Irish, and they are Catholic and I don’t think you can underestimate the latent anti-Catholicism here,’ former social worker Ann Kobayashi recalled. ‘They couldn’t have lined up three worse tics: Travellers, Catholics, Irish – gee … And the impact of having a hundred or more people joining a parish is considerable.’

    The local priest, Father John Glynn, was very welcoming of the newcomers in his parish, ‘I’ll be up there at the site if they evict the Travellers,’ he said. ‘And my poster will say, “This is ethnic cleansing. I’m ashamed to say I’m British.”’

    The dislike, contempt, even hatred for Mary Ann and her fellow Irish Travellers have deep historical roots. As early as the 1500s, the English were busying themselves with attempts to change the law in order to send Irish and Scotch Travellers back to their country of origin. Irish Travellers of this period were often called ‘vagabonds’ or ‘rogues’ – from the Latin rogare, to beg. They were said to possess dubious morals and dirty habits. Not much had changed in the five hundred years that followed, judging by the events in Basildon.

    The Travellers were not, of course, the only vagabonds in Elizabethan England. There were roaming theatrical troupes, of course, but they were mostly considered benevolent, with a patron or ‘master’ taking responsibility for them. It was the other nomadic peoples – the Gypsies – who were subject to the terror of vagrancy acts. And they came under attack shortly after they arrived on the country’s shores.

    They were mostly called Egypcians then, because they were thought to come from Egypt rather than India, according to the historian Angus Fraser and the celebrated Romani scholar Ian Hancock. Until this time many Gypsies in England, as elsewhere in Europe, had been granted ‘counterfaicte passeports’ by state or church dignitaries. These identity papers asked local authorities to allow them to pass through their territory unhindered. For the most part, the system had been tolerated, though one record of banishment from a then-independent Scotland, dated 1505, stating that a Gypsy had been transported to Denmark at the order of James IV, has been found.‌2

    Regardless, Gypsies arriving in Britain were visibly outsiders. One account, dated 1528 and cited by Hancock in his book The Pariah Syndrome, claimed that there were some ten thousand Gypsies in the British Isles at that time.‌3 Two later commentators, William Harrison and Samuel Rid, bookended the height of the ‘invasion’ between 1586 and 1612.‌4

    The earliest, scattered mentions of the Egypcians were positive. The High Treasurer of Scotland, at the behest of King Henry VII, paid ten French crowns to some Gypsies, ‘possibly for some sort of entertainment’, according to Fraser. ‘Alternatively, it may have been a charitable payment to Gypsies in their capacity as pilgrims.’‌5 A Dyalog of Syr Thomas More, Knyght recounts how one of the witnesses at an inquest had been an Egypcian woman ‘who had been lodging in Lambeth, but had gone overseas a month before, and who could tell marvellous things by looking into one’s hand’.‌6

    Such sympathy and awe was not uncommon, but it could turn to hostility or indifference overnight. In 1530, the first anti-Gypsy act – the Egypcians Act – was passed. Though it named the Gypsies as the titular foe of society, the law targeted all those who wandered from place to place, making themselves vagrants. As Leanne Weber and Benjamin Bowling point out, ‘Visible minorities have been particularly vulnerable to exclusion beyond national borders at moments of collective identity-building, for example during the emergence of a secularised Tudor state. Gypsies, whose travelling bands were initially welcomed by villagers as a source of exotic entertainment and trade, were later targeted by a series of harsh measures … Irish vagabonds, often travelling in extended family groups and thought to be of dubious morals and dirty habits, were ordered home after punishment under the Vagrancy Act of 1572.’‌7 The Egypcians Act gave the Crown power to remove the Gypsies from England – by any violent means necessary.

    The full list of punishments included in the act were depressingly similar to those which had been meted out by the states from which the Gypsies had fled – banishment, beatings, brandings, slavery, execution. The act stated that ‘hensforth no such Persone be suffred to come within this the Kynge’s Realme’. Any Gypsy attempting to enter England had his property summarily confiscated and was ordered to leave within two weeks.

    Gypsies were soon being effectively enslaved in Britain. In 1547, Edward VI instituted a law which required that Gypsies were ‘branded with a V on their breast, and then enslaved for two years. Such slaves could be legally chained and given only the worst food; they could be driven to work by whips. If no master could be found, they were to be made slaves of the borough or hundred or employed in road work or other public service … if the criminals ran away or were caught, they were to be branded with an S and made slaves for life.’

    Similarly, Scottish Gypsies were put to death ‘… on the mere ground of being Egypcians … The cruelty exercised upon them was quite in keeping with that of reducing to slavery the individuals’, according to a chronicle discovered by Ian Hancock. He noted that, employed as coal-bearers and salters in the eighteenth century, Scottish Gypsies were effectively, in the words of an eighteenth-century commentator, ‘in a state of slavery or bondage … for life, transferable with the collieries or salt works’.

    This living prison was non-negotiable. The oft-repeated mantra at Dale Farm – ‘We’ve got nowhere else to go’ – was even truer a century or more ago, with Gypsies being forced from one country to another in the search for both economic security and a peaceful existence. In continental Europe, the Romani people were being enslaved in Spain and Russia. In what is now Romania, their conditions were terrible. They were not allowed to speak their language. The Roma people were divided into field slaves and house slaves, depending on the whims of their new masters, and female house slaves were given to visitors for entertainment; they were often brutally treated. ‘Punishments for the slaves included flogging, the falague (shredding the soles of the feet with a whip), cutting off the lips, burning with lye, being thrown naked into the snow, hanging over smoking fires and wearing a three-cornered spiked iron collar called a cangue.’‌8

    These inhumanities lasted for more than three centuries, until well into the nineteenth century. Slowly, beginning in the 1830s, parts of Romania put an end to some of the slave practices, until slavery was abolished completely in 1864, when an estimated 600,000 Roma were set free. But ‘following their liberation nothing was done to educate or reorient the freed slaves and bring them into society; instead it was their former owners who were paid by the government for their loss’, in Hancock’s telling.‌9

    Gypsies were routinely deported to serve as slaves in other states. As early as May 1540, a number of Gypsies were shipped to Norway from Boston, in Lincolnshire; between 1530 and 1554 another fourteen deportations are recorded. In 1549, the young King Edward gave commands for local magistrates to search through Sussex for Gypsies and other vagabonds, so that they could be expelled from the county.

    Vagrancy was the great fear of the sixteenth century, and Gypsies who arrived at this point were in the eye of the storm. Irish Travellers were in some ways even worse off, as aliens. Dr Robbie McVeigh, now an independent researcher in Scotland, argues that this is the time when anti-nomadism developed as a valued pillar of the denizens of so-called Middle England, and it remains in force today. ‘If modernism was about ordering and controlling, then the nation-state became the key mechanism for securing order and control. And no one threatened the emerging hegemony more than the nomad, whose mode of existence was the very antithesis of modernity.’‌10

    Some Travellers were deported in a purge in 1540, but a full-hearted campaign began with the Act for the Punishment of Vagabonds, which came into force in 1572.‌11,‌12 Under the law, vagabonds were branded as ‘outrageous enemies to the common weal’, and those who were convicted of this ‘trade of life’ would ‘be grievously whipped and burnt through the gristle of the right ear with a hot iron’. If ‘some honest person’ took pity and agreed to become the vagabond’s master for at least one year, the punishment might be set aside. In his book Masterless Men, the historian A.L. Beier argues that ‘rather than sheer numbers, it was the fact that [they] were alien groups that caused resentment’.‌13 Mary Ann might nod her head at that.

    Even in the early accounts, stereotypes and prejudices were sticking to the Gypsies and the Travellers, sometimes lumping the two groups together. They were, in the memorable phrase turned by the sociologist Stanley Cohen, transforming into ‘folk devils’ who seemed sent as a plague on the ordinary folk during a time of ‘moral panic’.‌14 In 1571, for instance, it was revealed that the Duke of Norfolk had been lured into the Ridolfi plot to assassinate Elizabeth and put Mary, Queen of Scots on a Catholic English throne. Extremist Protestants in the Netherlands had rebelled against their Spanish rulers, putting nineteen Catholic priests to the gallows; later that year, thousands of Protestants were murdered by Catholics in Paris. Over the next fifteen years, war would break out between Spain and England – and Mary, Queen of Scots would be executed. These were times of dramatic political and economic change. Outsiders were suspect, Catholic ones especially so. Scapegoats were needed to manage social turbulence, just as they are in the present day.

    Thefts were quickly and routinely blamed on wandering people, as they are all too often today. Gypsies’ ‘dark skins made them seem ugly and reprehensible; their long hair and ear-rings and outlandish attire were offensive to many’, as Angus Fraser notes. Already, there were tales circulating about the fortune-teller who wooed customers into a gauzy glimpse of their future while ‘an attendant child’ stood by ‘as cut-purse’. Fraser points to a play attributed to the German meistersinger Hans Sachs which ‘leaves Gypsy reputations in shreds’ by ‘associating them with theft, lock-picking, purse-cutting, horse stealing, casting of spells and general witchcraft and trickery’.‌15 Even when they ‘offered legitimate services to the settled population, they were at risk from the ill will attracted by transient traders who violated local monopolies, or from the abhorrence that occupations such as pedlar or tinker or entertainer aroused among those in power’.‌16

    The high point of hostility came between 1550 and 1640. Shortly after the 1554 Egypcians Act was adopted, it was used to expel Gypsies from Dorset. They ended up in Gloucestershire, where they were scourged. In 1569 the Privy Council asked all county officers to hunt down the Gypsies in their area. In 1577 several Gypsies were hanged in Aylesbury. In 1596 196 gypsies were rounded up in Yorkshire, and those of full age – 106 men and women – were sentenced to be hanged; only nine met that awful fate. In 1624 eight men were put to death in Scotland for being Egypcians – six of them from one family, the Faas. In 1636 the Privy Council once again put pressure on local officers, ordering ‘the provost and bailies of Haddington to despatch another band of Gypsies – the men by hanging, and women without children by drowning, while women who did have children were to be whipped and burnt on the cheek’.‌17 In 1650 thirteen people were sentenced to hang at Bury by Judge Hale. It would be the last known time anyone was hanged for being a Gypsy. ‌18 After that, deportation to America and the Caribbean became the favoured punishment, according to Ian Hancock.

    Over the eight years before that last hanging, during the English Civil War, Oliver Cromwell’s Irish campaign had deprived many Catholic landlords of their lands. Some say that the oldest lines of Irish Travellers are descendants of these landless nobles, who were forced to take to travelling as a means of earning their living when the Puritan Moses came to power. Under Cromwell’s rule, it had become a hanging offence not only to be born a Gypsy, but to associate with them.

    Nonetheless, some Gypsies and Travellers managed to survive and even prosper. They were useful traders who could bring to the settled, and often isolated, rural population a range of rare goods that would otherwise be unknown to them. They made a living by travelling and hawking (selling small home-made goods) or tinkering (repairing pots, pans and kettles), useful, skilled services in an agrarian society with low mobility. In his history of Gypsies and Travellers, David Mayall lists chair-bottoming, rat-catching, basket-making, wire-working, fiddling and mending bellows as typical Gypsy and Traveller ‘professions’ – similar to the dealing and smithing that Romanies had taken up in Europe.‌19 Gypsies were also enlisted for seasonal employment on farms, harvesting fruit and vegetables, and later hopping in the Kentish fields. Their ‘adaptiveness’, many academics and activists believed, had been key to their identity and their survival then – and remained so now. This was also true in mainland Europe. According to Donald Kenrick and Grattan Puxon, authors of the masterful book Gypsies Under the Swastika: ‘However low their position, they occupied a place in their community.’

    Could the same be said at Dale Farm?‌20

    It seems almost impossible that an illegal caravan pitch might trace its origins back to the fights between Catholics and Protestants that raged five hundred years ago. But during the Tudor period, another change was afoot: the enclosure of land. Wool was becoming a valuable commodity, and it was making English lords rich. The more common land that could be enclosed for their own private sheep grazing, the richer the lords got.

    As enclosures tightened the grip on the rural landscape, itinerants, once seen as useful if not essential to the rural economy, became increasingly suspect. ‘Itinerancy served merely as a cloak for a deviant range of predatory, parasitic and criminal activities’, in the words of David Mayall. If a Gypsy were to make a rural living, in the traditional way, they were ‘backward and primitive’ – a malevolent force holding back the new ‘civilised, industrial society’. When the movement to enclose the land started in earnest in 1820s England and Ireland, the Gypsies and Travellers who had managed to find a small foothold for themselves were in trouble once again.

    The scene on the ground was grim. The writer William Cobbett, grandson of an agricultural labourer, travelled on foot and on horseback, patiently chronicling the effects of the enclosures on what had been an agrarian South of England, between 1821 and 1826. While he only mentions Gypsies once in his masterpiece, Rural Rides, they were caught in the trap of all poor working men who had been disadvantaged by the new enclosure laws. (Nomadic folk were also at the mercy of the turnpike acts, the latest of which had been passed in 1822.) ‘At Cheriton I found a grand camp of Gipsys just upon the move towards Alresford … I pulled up my horse, and said, “Can you tell my fortune, my dear?” She answered in the negative, giving me a look at the same time that seemed to say it was too late.’‌21 As he continued on his way, he came upon ‘a few miserable tumble-down houses’ – the fate of labourers at the mercy of landowners who, he said, were ‘“deluded” by their own greediness’.

    Before the enclosures, Gypsies could settle where they wanted, and then move on. The nineteenth-century poet John Clare memorialised this lost way of life in his poem ‘Langley Bush’, which forms part of his Enclosure Elegies:

    
Both swains and gipseys seem to love thy name

Thy spots a favourite wi the smutty crew

And soon thou must depend on gipsey fame

Thy mulldering trunk is nearly rotten thro.



    As the land available to Gypsies and Travellers disappeared, rural magistrates started to take a harsh line. Magistrates in Sussex issued a notice in 1799 lamenting the ‘great number of Gipsies and other Vagrants of other descriptions infesting this County; were pleased to order that if any Gypsies or other Vagrants of whatever description should be found therein after the 25th day of March next, they will be punished as the Law directs’. After the Napoleonic War of 1817, the Norfolk Magistrates passed a resolution whose wording echoed the infamous Vagrancy Act of the sixteenth century: ‘all persons pretending to be Gipsies, or wandering in the habit of form of Egypcians, are by law deemed to be rogues and vagabonds, and are punishable by imprisonment or whipping’.‌22 In some places Gypsies were sent to prison without being charged under the Vagrancy Act. In one famous case, from 1864, the Reverend Uriah Tonkin of Hale, Cornwall, committed seven Gypsies to twenty-one days of hard labour, justifying the penalty in a letter for the Home Secretary, Sir George Grey. Tonkin said the Gypsies had no visible means of support, as required by the Vagrancy Act, and wrote that his punishment was intended to serve ‘the safety of the county’. The House of Commons supported him – though five of those sentenced were children, some as young as eight. Local residents were outraged, with the press reporting that the verdict was meant to ‘smite the poor’.‌23

    While the enclosures were introduced in subsequent laws over the course of the nineteenth century, the historian David Mayall estimates that in just two years, from 1871 to 1873, the commons were reduced from 8 million to 2.6 million acres.‌24 With so little land at their disposal, Gypsies and Travellers became ever more visible – and more subject to hostile scrutiny.

    Mayall speculates that the local constabulary were often unwilling to arrest those known to them as friends, so Gypsies and Travellers were an easy group to blame for disruptions to the enclosure laws. ‘Not being of the community, there was no protective bond of reciprocity of friendship, custom and goodwill’ for these already long-persecuted peoples. ‘It suited the magistrates who wanted a conviction and the local population who sought to divert blame and attention to seek the offender in the Gypsy camps, irrespective of the true location of guilt.’‌25

    Sometimes villagers and nearby folk took direct action, as they did protesting against Dale Farm and Meriden (albeit more peaceably of late) generations later. ‘In 1799, near Bath, a violent affray took place between the Gypsies and a farmer assisted by his neighbours, resulting in the successful eviction of the nomads,’ Mayall notes. It wasn’t an isolated incident. Nearly a century later, in 1874, ‘a vigilante group visited a Gypsy camp near Sale, near Manchester, pulled down the tents and attacked the Gypsies, inflicting serious injuries’.‌26

    The Gypsies could not turn to the police for help, however, because the police had already decided that they were the criminal element.

    With rural communities becoming more and more aggressive and with work becoming more scarce, Gypsies and Travellers looked for land on the margins of cities. As Weber and Bowling argue, ‘Industrialisation created new waves of demand for mobile labour’, including itinerant populations. Moving to urban areas did not, however, release them from scrutiny. Cities, especially London, had applied the tenets of the Industrial Revolution to their governance. In the modern, Victorian age, ‘institutions such as the “new police” emerged to produce order at town and county level and allay fears about mobility’. And in 1856, the new police’s jurisdiction had been expanded to cover the boroughs around London, ‘justified primarily by the need to suppress vagrancy’.‌27

    The development of the modern police force, academic John L. McMullan argues further, was clearly linked to the policing of vagrants. The key thinkers of the period from 1750 to 1840 – men such as John Fielding, Patrick Colquhoun and Edwin Chadwick – were fixated on the role of vagrants in disturbing the social order. Many of the people caught in their nets were Travellers and Gypsies.‌28

    Fielding, who oversaw the policing of London in the 1760s and 1770s, wanted a unified constabulary system. He feared the growth of labouring classes freed from the feudal bonds of the past. He also believed, crucially, that ‘The basic means of securing the peace of society was by a general renovation of morals: strict censorship for public activities, tougher regulation for the drink trade, moneylenders and pawnbrokers and a closer inspection and supervision of itinerants, vagrants, ballad singers and paupers.’ His tactic was to create lists of specific, suspected groups, including vagrants, itinerants and singers, who would be closely supervised.‌29

    When Patrick Colquhoun, a former Glasgow merchant and then a sitting London magistrate, surveyed London in 1797, he felt it was a ‘magnet for predatory crime, vagrancy and social disorder’. He built on Fielding’s call for stricter law and order. The poor were idle and villainous, in Colquhoun’s view. In his ‘Treatise on Police’, he argued that London was too large, too anonymous, to be controlled by an old-fashioned methodology. He divided the nation’s population into seven broad social classes, the lowest and seventh class of which were ‘paupers and their families, vagrants, gipsies, rogues, vagabonds and idle and disorderly persons supported by criminal delinquency’.‌30

    Edwin Chadwick, for his part, instituted a Royal Commission in 1836 to examine rural policing. He was an advocate for reform, singling out vagrancy as an issue to address, especially when foreign migrants such as the Irish were involved. He pointed to the cheapness of their lodging houses, which catered to nomads. He said that thieves, prostitutes and vagrants ‘seem to belong to one great criminal profession and constantly migrate from one large town … to another’, resorting frequently to ‘road-side public-houses’ for protective shelter.‌31 Chadwick proclaimed that such ‘flash houses’ provided a network of communication among thieves. Without them, ‘many would be forced into honest productive labour’.

    Luckily for Gypsies and Irish Travellers, Chadwick’s General Police Bill of 1854 was a failure. But though none of these three thinkers succeeded in forging the modern police force that they dreamed of, they cemented the stereotype of the nomad who is profoundly, dangerously unsettling to settled society. As Gypsies and Travellers clustered their wagons on the periphery of the big cities in their search for land and work, the ire of the police was focused on the vagrant poor.

    It was around this time that England’s fascination with its resident nomads split into two. On the one hand their very presence was problematic – here were the archetypal ‘dirty thieving Gypsies’, the scavenging brigand, in Royce Turner’s words.‌32 On the other hand they were transformed into invisible rural sprites, romanticised by a series of Victorian writers. This sentimentalisation was encouraged by the Norfolk author George Borrow, who did much to popularise the idea of a mystical people living off the land, with an all-seeing eye that could offer one’s destiny or curse one’s fate. (The ‘racialisation’ of Gypsies started much earlier, however, with the writings of Heinrich Grellman, who traced the Gypsies’ roots back to India in 1783, and whose work was translated into English in 1807.)‌33 These airy depictions of the ‘true Gypsy’ partly fed a keen sense of disappointment when Gypsies and Travellers failed to live up to the hype, however.

    As Ian Hancock wrote: ‘George Borrow’s writings have stimulated the creative muse for innumerable writers about Gypsies for more than a century and a half.’‌34 Borrow is best known as the author of Lavengro and Romany Rye, travelogues in which he claimed to have come to know many English Romani Gypsies. Lavengro appeared in 1851, and Romany Rye was published six years later – just as Britain was reaching the height of power, fuelled by the smokestacks of the country’s factories turning the raw materials of the Empire into consumer goods. The Industrial Revolution, still in its early years, had already posseted pollution, stench and poverty on the masses. ‘Readers’ imaginations did not need to be transported to Borneo or Zulu-land or Nepal’ for escape, Hancock has said, ‘when this dark and mysterious eastern population occupied their very doorstep’.‌35 The idealised Gypsies of the imagination ‘lived apart from all this and above it, noble savages untouched by civilisation, representatives of a vanishing rural era who had refused to relinquish it for the sake of progress’. Those who did not were ‘not real Gypsies but mumpers, diddicais, pikeys, people with little or no Romani ancestry who got the “True Romanies” a bad name’.‌36

    Both the romanticisation and the persecution intensified, gathering pace, during the nineteenth century. Mr Rochester, disguised as a Gypsy fortune-teller in Jane Eyre, terrifies – and entices – the women of Thornfield. J.M. Barrie’s The Little Minister culminates in a fevered bodice-trembler. Even as late as the 1920s, the Gypsy mystique was being trotted out to titillating effect in D.H. Lawrence’s novella The Virgin and the Gypsy. As historian George Behlmer has said, the Gypsies’ ‘literary friends generated “a very craze of the Gypsy” that had no European equivalent’. This led to the establishment of the Gypsy Lore Society in 1888.‌37

    Despite the craze, during the nineteenth century many laws were used to prosecute Gypsies and other nomadic people – the Poor Law, the Vagrancy Act, the Hawkers Act, the Highways Act, and the Health, Housing and Education Act. As the Agricultural Depression took hold, and economic security became harder to obtain for everyone, Gypsies were a useful scapegoat. Fortune-telling, camping, begging, and taking sticks without permission were now considered to be crimes, not just suspicious or superstitious. Non-Christian practices around birth, marriage and death, such as burning belongings owned by the dead, were also viewed with scepticism. Gypsies were grouped with the urban working classes in their want for Victorian moral guidance.

    In his book London Labour and London Poor, the journalist Henry Mayhew, a future editor of the influential Punch magazine, offered one of the most graphic and belligerent descriptions of what he termed the ‘Wandering Tribes in General’, who were set apart from the civilised classes by both their moral and their physical differences. Mankind, he argued, had always consisted of ‘two distinct and broadly marked races, viz, the wanderers and the settlers – the vagabond and the citizen … The nomad is then distinguished from the civilised man by his repugnance to regular and continuous labour – by his want of providence in laying up a store for the future – by his inability to perceive consequences ever so slightly removed from immediate apprehension – by his passion for stupefying herbs and roots and, when possible, for intoxicating fermented liquors – by his extraordinary powers of enduring privation – by his comparative insensibility to pain – by an immoderate love of gaming, frequently risking his own personal liberty upon a single cast – by his love of libidinous dances – by the pleasure he experiences in witnessing the suffering of sentient creatures – by his delight in warfare and all perilous sports – by his desire for vengeance – by the looseness of his notion as to property – by the absence of chastity among his women – and his disregard of female honour – and, lastly by his vague sense of religion – his rude idea of a creator and utter absence of all appreciation of the mercy of the Divine Spirit.’‌38

    Mayhew’s sketches of street folk – pickpockets, beggars, prostitutes, sailors, and so on – were all drawn on this view of the nomadic underclass. But he also grafted social theories and policies into his reportage. He saw himself as a ‘traveller in the undiscovered country of the poor’, trying to rescue lost tribes. As one contemporary reviewer of the volumes wrote: ‘He has travelled through the unknown regions of our metropolis and returned with full reports concerning the strange tribes of men which he may be said to have discovered. For, until his researches had taken place, who knew of the nomad races which daily carries on its predatory operations in our streets and nightly disappears in quarters wholly unvisited by the portly citizens of the East as by perfumed whiskerandos of the West End?’‌39

    Gypsies and the Irish poor could not escape the attention of writers and would be do-gooders once they entered urban areas. Itinerancy had been respectable once, but it was now watched with extreme vigilance, as the historian Raphael Samuel has said. ‘The wandering tribes (like other nomadic peoples) followed well-established circuits and journeyed according to a definite plan … Their comings and goings were closely bound up with the social economy of the town … the wandering tribes were often the subject of hostile legislation, whether to bring their lodging houses under inspection and control, to bar them from using city wastes, or to harass them from pursuing their callings on the city streets. Their children, after 1870, were subject to the eager ministrations of the School Board Visitors; the camping sites of those who lived in moveable dwellings fell one by one to the speculative builder or the railinged enclosures of the public parks. But it was economic change, in the later Victorian years, that really undermined them – the growth of more regular employment, especially for the unskilled, and the decline of the ‘reserve army of labour … the displacement of travelling labours by regular farm servants … the extension of shops to branches of trade which previously had been in the hands of itinerant packmen and dealers’.‌40

    Tatty old tents made of old skirts started to appear across the marshes at Plumstead. In West London, a Gypsy camp was set up by Latimer Road, in an area awaiting the heaving rows of terraced houses that were being mapped across Victorian London; another was established near to the market gardens in West Kensington; still another, smaller encampment was squatted at the bottom of the old Hermitage Road, among the dull dust-heaps that were driven down from the more happily named Green Lanes. Closer to the river, in Battersea, two long lines of wagons had made camp. One writer of the time wrote of the ‘curious air of domesticity … women, most of them stamped with their tribal characteristics, sit on the steps of the wagons, some at needlework, others merely gossiping. Other housewives are engaged on the family wash’.‌41

    The family of the celebrated Romani academic Ian Hancock lived in what was called the ‘metropolitan Gypsyries’. Like other Gypsy children of the late-Victorian era, Hancock’s father was forcibly removed from his parents by the authorities. In 1879, two thousand Gypsies descended upon the London Gypsyries. ‘The ugliest place we know in the neighbourhood of London, most dismal and forlorn, is … Shepherd’s Bush and Notting Hill’, the Illustrated London News reported. ‘There it is that the gipsy encampment may be found, squatting within an hour’s walk of the Royal palaces and the luxurious town mansions of our nobility and opulent classes … It is a curious spectacle in that situation, and might suggest a few serious reflections upon social contrasts at the centre and capital of the mighty British nation, which takes upon itself the correction of every savage tribe in South and West Africa and Central Asia.’‌42

    The Battersea Gypsies, for their part, stayed put for much of the year. As another Victorian writer and sometime philanthropist, Charles Booth, found when he enquired, ‘These people, living in their vans, come and go, travelling in the country part of every year … They move about a great deal within the London area as well as outside, but are usually anchored fast all winter, and throughout the summer one or another usually occupies the pitch.’‌43 As the weather warmed, however, Gypsies and Travellers were known to move around. September hop-picking was the ‘jamboree of the wandering tribes’. Mayhew called it the ‘grand rendez-vous for the vagrancy of England and Ireland’.‌44

    The Irish poor, Mayhew wrote, had a ‘positive mania’ for hopping, and for many other poor families it was the only holiday they got each year, albeit a working one. Was it perhaps here that some of England’s Irish poor saw English Gypsies and wondered whether their nomadic life was a better one than staying put in the foul London rookeries? Indeed, St Giles in central London, which was pretty much closed in the summer, soon filled up again in the winter. York Irish and West Ham Irish, for their part, kept at potato-lifting till later in the year, returning as late as November.‌45

    The ‘Poor Irish’, as they were often known, came in for a double dose of suspicion – being foreign as well as nomadic. Although there had always been Irish migration to Britain, the first great wave came during the famine of 1840, when both ‘Irish tinkers’ and poor Irish migrant workers were moving from island to island, including members of the extended McCarthy family. The two groups seemed to merge and flex their identities as they looked for seasonal work. Were the Irish Travellers a distinctive people, or were they just another clan hoping to find a job? For their part, the Irish Travellers ‘regarded themselves as a distinctive minority group’, according to Jim MacLaughlin. ‘As Gammon-speakers [i.e., speaking the Traveller language] and as a group with well-established genealogical linkages and a whole range of distinctive cultural practices, they perceived themselves as a people set apart.’‌46

    In England, eager philanthropists and Christian do-gooders such as George Smith of Coalville decried ‘the Gypsy problem’. A self-educated man who rose to manage a brick yard, Smith made it his mission to improve the conditions for the children working in brick yards. Next, he turned his attention to canal-boat dwellers, then to English Gypsies, who, he said, had been elevated in the public mind by the rose-tinted depictions put forward by ‘daisybank sentimental backwood gipsy writers’.‌47 Smith had another view. He laid into the Gypsies with vigour. They were ‘an unfortunate race of beings’: ‘A motley crowd of half-naked savages, carrion eaters, dressed in rags, tatters, and shreds, usually called men, women, and children, some running, walking, loitering, traipsing, shouting, gaping, and staring; the women with children on their backs, and in their arms; old men and women tottering along “leaning upon their staffs”; hordes of children following in the rear; hulking men with lurcher dogs at their heels, sauntering along in idleness, spotting out their prey; donkeys loaded with sacks, mules with tents and sticks, and their vans and waggons carrying ill-gotten gain and plunder.’‌48

    Smith’s campaign – which he called a ‘crusade’ to ‘save’ the Gypsies – took many forms. He visited Gypsy encampments – and claimed he was loved by many in the community. That seems improbable, given the rest of his work. He lectured up and down England, wrote pamphlets and lobbied MPs for laws to control the Gypsy lifestyle. He asked Parliament to introduce mechanisms similar to the rules he had successfully instituted for canal-boat dwellers with the Canal Boats Act of 1877 and 1884. For English Gypsies, this would involve a number of restrictions: compulsory planning permits for all dwellings; compulsory attendance at school for children; and separation of male and female sleeping quarters. There would also be ‘encouragements’, verging once again on the draconian, for Gypsies to settle and forsake their nomadic way of life.

    Smith’s Moveable Dwellings Bill was introduced in 1885, but it was blocked by MPs. It was considered too expensive, for one, but it was also being resisted in the first organised campaign of opposition by nomadic people. They had gathered together in the United Kingdom Showmen and the Van-Dwellers’ Protection Association, and sought backing from a libertarian grouping within Parliament, the Liberty and Property Defence League. The former group was not made up of Gypsies – they even disassociated themselves from such people – but its spirited defence of nomadism, motivated by some degree of self-interest, helped to kill the bill.

    ‘Coalville’ Smith died a disappointed man in 1895.‌49 He had failed to make his life’s work a reality in England. But in many ways he triumphed north of the border, where far stricter legislation was being introduced, inspired by his campaigning.

    Written records from as early as 1491 indicate that ‘Spaniards’ danced before the Scottish King on the streets of Edinburgh, according to Donald Kenrick and Colin Clark. ‘These “Spaniards” may or may not have been Romanies – the evidence is somewhat inconclusive. However, in 1505 a small group of Romani Gypsies certainly arrived. James IV granted them an audience.’‌50 They add that some sources suggest that Scottish Travellers are able to trace their roots even further back, as far as the twelfth century, when a group of ‘Tinklers’ was identified and given some protection under the law. Over the subsequent centuries, Clark and Kenrick believe that the two groups – the indigenous Travellers and the Romanies – intermarried.

    It is thought that two main events added to the numbers of nomadic people in Scotland – the Jacobite rebellion and the Highland Clearances. Many Scottish Gypsy families, including the Townsleys, who later took up camp at Meriden in the English Midlands, fought on the side of Bonnie Prince Charlie at the Battle of Culloden. After the Jacobites were defeated there in 1746, the Gypsies ended up on the road.‌51 Then, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Scottish lairds evicted thousands of their former servants and labourers, often with great brutality, so that they could introduce sheep and deer farming. Many Traveller families were evicted from the Highlands and Islands at this time.‌52 This complex history is reflected in the ‘Cant’, the Traveller language, which draws on Romani, Scots and Gaelic words.

    In 1865 the government introduced the Trespass Act, which controlled the movement of Scottish Travellers and gave the police extensive powers to move them on. Thirty years later the Secretary of State for Scotland, Sir George Trevelyan, set up a committee ‘to call attention to habitual offenders, vagrants, beggars and inebriates in Scotland’.‌53 The policy towards Gypsies and tinkers (as they were called) was discussed in section two of the report, relating to vagrants and beggars. It was urged that children be forcibly separated from their parents, who were described by some of the witness testimony as excessively criminal and prone to drunkenness. Gypsies and Travellers were accused of neglecting their children and spreading infectious diseases. ‘Coalville’ Smith’s work was showered with particular accolade.

    Some witnesses were more positive, with one praising the Townsley family (also called the Townies) for their hard work as basket-makers. Another said that their open-air life was a healthy one. The chief constable of Perthshire, for example, in whose patch the Townsleys and other families often stopped, stoutly denied the link with criminality and also said that they rarely annoyed other citizens.‌54 He added that they were in the main ‘quiet and orderly … affectionate and fond of their children’.‌55 The chairman of the Perthshire Committee on Vagrancy reported that Gypsies were not a large problem. ‘They are more easily managed than worthless strollers who call themselves working people … My gamekeepers would rather manage the tinkers than any of the loafing communities of the village.’‌56

    But these reasonable voices, advocating support for the Gypsies and relief of their poverty, rather than a clamp-down, did not win out. Instead, the Rev. John McCullum, a Free Church Minister for Loch Tay, was heard out. His proposal was to gather all the children into a central institution in order to ‘extinguish the class as distinct from the rest of the community’.‌57

    In 1895 the Scottish government introduced the Gypsies, Irish Travellers and Pavees [another term for Irish Travellers] in the Tent Act, aimed at cracking down on itinerants. The law decreed that a landowner could have no more than two tents on his land at any time; if there were more, the owner could be fined. Mostly motivated by the Church of Scotland, the government next proposed to corral Gypsies in reservations. Gypsy children would be forced into state education. In 1908, the policy had escalated to the enactment of legislation granting the government the power to remove children from their families. Boys were sent to work on the warships and trained in the art of soldiering, while girls were raised in service. A reservation in Dunkeld, where the children would be educated together – ‘a school for tinkers’ is how Scottish Traveller Jess Smith has described it – would be set up.

    Many children were wrested away from their parents – some in heart-breaking circumstances. One such, Sandy Reid, was taken from a tent in a Fife wood with his sister Maggie, from his Traveller parents in 1959. He was fostered and placed into a number of children’s homes, and said he was sexually abused in one of them. His mother hunted for her children for the rest of her life. She died at the age of forty-one, without being reunited with them. The Scottish government has never apologised for this policy, which continued until the 1960s.‌58

    In England too, the idea of a reservation was pursued tenaciously. Encampments in the New Forest, where Gypsy families had lived for generations, were used as a testing ground for the policy. From the 1920s through to the 1960s, English Gypsies were rounded up and forced into compounds within the forest. This was nothing like a nomadic family choosing to stop for the week or the month, though the authorities tried to make it seem so because of the historic use of the land by the communities. Unfortunately it suited powerful people, some of them politicians, to do so. In a report to a House of Commons Select Committee, Lord Arthur Cecil was asked about grievances against the Gypsies. He replied, testily: ‘They are a great nuisance to everybody … I am specially troubled by gypsies myself. I have two instances which I cannot turn them away from within one hundred yards of my house.’‌59‌,60

    The hatred of the Roma people, intense enough in the UK, was magnified in mainland Europe. It was impossible to watch the treatment of the Roma on the continent without fear for what fate they might face should they ever be forced to leave the country. Those who arrived in Britain from Europe as refugees – for example, in 1904 the ‘German Gypsies’ and then in 1911 and 1913 the ‘Gypsy Coppersmiths’ – were treated with hostility and suspicion. The identity of English, Welsh and Scottish Gypsies, especially, was shaped by the Holocaust, or, as it is known by the Roma people themselves, the Porrajmos, or the Devouring (a phrase coined by the Romani scholar Ian Hancock).

    Manfri Frederick Wood, an English Gypsy who fought in the Fifth Airborne Division (and who later became the first treasurer of the Gypsy Council), claimed to have been one of the first Allied soldiers to enter Belsen concentration camp after liberation. ‘When I saw the surviving Romanies, with young children among them, I was shaken. Then I went over to the ovens, and found on one of the steel stretchers the half-charred body of a girl, and I understood in one awful minute what had been going on there,’ he recalled. Charles Smith, an English Romani Gypsy and one-time chair of the Gypsy Council, later visited Auschwitz with a small delegation of Gypsies. ‘We stood there, a group of English Gypsies from England, there in the gas chambers. I felt sort of honoured to be there – all of us survivors of a Gypsy Holocaust that had been going on for a thousand years continuously … Auschwitz being just a peak period in Gypsy genocide.’‌61

    That sense of a collective, centuries-long experience of persecution remains strong today. The emotional scars also run deep, perhaps partly because this part of the Holocaust has never received the same amount of attention as the extermination of Jewish people. Yet Roma and Sinti (the second largest nomadic group) people were also judged to be racially inferior by the German authorities. They too were interned, subjected to forced labour. Many were murdered.

    Historians estimate that the Germans and their allies killed around twenty-five per cent of all European Roma.‌62 Of the slightly less than one million Roma believed to have been living in Europe before the war, at least 220,000, and possibly as many as 500,000, are estimated to have been killed.‌63 According to the US Holocaust Museum, German military and SS-police units allegedly shot at least 30,000 Roma in the Baltic states and elsewhere in the occupied Soviet Union; Einsatzgruppen and other mobile killing units were targeting Roma at the same time that they were killing Jews and Communists. In occupied Serbia, German authorities are known to have killed male Roma in shooting operations during 1941 and early 1942. Women were murdered, along with children, in mobile gas vans in 1942.

    In France, between 3,000 and 6,000 Roma are thought to have been interned and some were shipped to German concentration camps. Romanian military and police officials deported another 26,000 Roma to Transnistria, a section of south-western Ukraine placed under Romanian administration for just two years, 1941 and 1942. Thousands of those imprisoned starved or died from disease. The Ustashe, a separatist organisation that had taken charge in the power vacuum in Croatia, exhibited particularly chilling efficiency in its campaign to eradicate the Roma. Almost all of the Roma population of Croatia, around 25,000, were murdered, most at the concentration camp of Jasenovac.

    Many Roma were also incarcerated by the SS at Bergen-Belsen, Sachsenhausen, Buchenwald, Dachau, Natzweiler-Struthof, Mauthausen and Ravensbrück. In December 1942, Himmler ordered the deportation of Roma from the so-called Greater German Reich.‌64 Most went to Auschwitz-Birkenau, where the camp authorities housed them in a special compound that was called the ‘Gypsy family camp’. Altogether, 23,000 Roma were deported to Auschwitz. Conditions in the Roma compound (poor sanitation, starvation levels of rations, for example), encouraged the swift spread of deadly diseases – typhus, smallpox and dysentery among them. Epidemics severely reduced the camp population. At least 19,000 of the 23,000 nomadic people sent to Auschwitz died there.

    Perhaps the cruellest part of the Roma experience, however, was the appalling series of medical experiments carried out by the infamous SS Captain Dr Josef Mengele and others on many young Roma children. He had received authorisation to choose human subjects for experiments from among the prisoners. Mengele chose twins and children of restricted growth, many of them drawn from the Roma population imprisoned at the camp, as his subjects.‌65 Around 3,500 adult and adolescent Roma were prisoners in other German camps, and medical researchers included some Roma for studies that exposed them to typhus and mustard gas, or gave them salt water as their only source of liquid. The Roma were also used in sterilisation experiments.‌66

    After the Second World War, discrimination against Roma continued throughout Central and Eastern Europe, beginning with the great reckoning of the horrors of the concentration camps. ‘Nobody was called to testify on behalf of the Romani victims at the Nuremberg Trials,’ Hancock noted, ‘and no war crimes reparations have ever been paid to Romanies as a people.’ There were a few mentions of the atrocities carried out against Romanies at Nuremberg, but as Grattan Puxon and Donald Kenrick point out, only six references, making up some seven sentences, in the eleven volumes of the trial transcript.‌67 For decades, the Federal Republic of Germany determined that all measures taken against Roma before 1943 were legitimate official measures against persons committing criminal acts, not the result of policies driven by racial prejudice. Only in 1979 did the government change tack, by which time many of those eligible for compensation had died. Even today, neo-Nazi activity in many parts of Central and Eastern Europe is targeted on Romanies, according to Hancock.‌68

    In the aftermath of the Porrajmos, the shattered community turned further inwards. ‘While in the camps, the Gypsies had been unable to keep up their customs – the Romainia – concerning the preparation of food and the washing of clothes. They solved the psychological problems by not speaking about the time in the camps … Few were interested anyway. In the many books written describing the Nazi period and the persecution of the Jews, Gypsies usually appear as a footnote or small section,’ said historians Donald Kenrick and Gillian Taylor.‌69 In the early post-war years, news trickled out that the Nazi regime had secretly collected lists of Gypsies to target and intern if they invaded Britain. The UK government had built camps for Gypsies fighting or working at home for the war effort; these were swiftly dismantled once the war was over.‌70 Many British Gypsies and Irish Travellers who had served during the Second World War were left with a firm sense of determination: never again.

    As Charles Smith wrote to conclude his visit to Auschwitz: ‘The thing that haunts me most was a photograph of a little girl age about ten or eleven years, hair cropped, wearing her striped cloth, looking straight into the camera, her eyes filled with tears … a picture of her will always be in my mind. I will remember. I will be vigilant. As a Gypsy I owe that to my ancestors.’‌71
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