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1. Introduction:
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From the 16" century to the present day, no ethnic groups in Britain have aroused as much
curiosity, romance, hatred and fear as Gypsies and Travellers. Often misunderstood,

maligned and exoticized, most peopl eds per Gypgesand TravellmsfareBr i t ai nd s

based on a mixture of romanticism, prejudice and ignorance.

Tomostpeople, A Tr ue R thesavarthyefee@dom-loving strangers of the past - have

very little in common with dirty peapldehanhasipi ki eso or

actually happened to the carefree nomads once

Victorian artists, anthropologists and aristocrats and few people would be able to say. The
truth is that we have gone nowhere, we are still here, but living modern lives that are as
sometimes as controversial as the ones our ancestors led.

Yet 300,000 Gypsies and Travellers live in Britain today, and many of us want greater
understanding within the wider community. This education pack is an attempt to help produce
that understanding.

Jake Bowers

2. Who are Gypsies and Travellers?
The term Traveller refers to anyone who has a nomadic way of life. It describes someo n & 6
lifestyle and, in the age when everyone from gap year students to businessmen are traveling
more than ever before, it is an increasingly meaningless term.
But it is a catch-all phrase that also applies to anybody living in vehicles such as caravans,

buses or campervans. Travellers can be divided into two groups, those that are ethnic
Travellers, such as Romani Gypsies and Irish Travellers, and those who live on the road for

roman



purely economic reasons such as New Travellers and Showmen. Inreality , t her e i sndt one
Traveller community but many, each with their own particular culture and history.

Ethnic Travellers

Ethnic Travellers are people who are born into traditionally nomadic cultures. Just like
someone who is Black or Asian, their identity is defined by their race. The two groups
recognized by British case law as ethnic groups are Romani Gypsies and Irish Travellers.
Although both groups have lived and travelled in the British Isles for many hundreds of years,
it has only been relatively recently that they have been recognized under the Race Relations
Act.

To do so, they had to prove, in landmark legal cases, that they met the following conditions,
known as the fAMandla Criteriao.

Long shared history

Cultural tradition of their own

Common geographical origin

Common language

Common tradition

Common religion

Characteristic of being a minority or being oppressed by a dominant group within a
large community
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Romani Gypsies

Romani Gypsies have been in Britain since at least 1515 after migrating from continental

Europe. The term Gypsy is a corruption of AEgyptian
perceived them to be because of their dark complexion. In reality, linguistic analysis of the

Romani language, proves that Romani Gypsies have come from India. For more information

see Gypsy and Traveller culture below.

Irish Travellers

Irish Travellers are a separate and distinct ethnic group that has come from Ireland. They

share some of the same cultural values as Romani Gypsies, such as a preference for self-

empl oyment and I|iving and traveling in caravans or
differences. For example most Irish Travellers are catholic and their language i Canti is not

related at all to Romani,

Non-ethnic Travellers

There are other groups and individuals who call themselves Travellers. They may be

individuals who have chosen or been forced into a life on the road. Or they may be part of

| arger cultural groups, who arené6t partnh of an et hni
culture. In Britain, the main groups are:

New Travellers

The term New Travellers refers to people someti mes
They are generally people who have taken to life on the road in their own lifetime, though

some New Traveller families claim to have been on the road for 3 consecutive generations.

The New Traveller culture grew out of the hippie movements and free-festival movements of

! Romany Gypsiesrecognised989(CRE v Dutton)ecause of @ No T r aigneethhicestatasd
defined under Mandla Criteridrish Travellers wererecognisedn 2000in anextension othefinding
in CREv Dutton



the 1960s and 1970s. Because of this New Traveller vehicles are generally more colourful
and self-built than other Travellers.

Showmen

Showmen are a cultural minority that have owned and operated funfairs and circuses for
many generations. Though culturally similar to Romani Gypsies, their identity is connected to
their family businesses. They operate rides and attractions that can be seen throughout the
summer months at fun fairs. They generally have winter quarters where the family settles to
repair the machinery that they operate and prepare for the next traveling season.

Other Travellers

There are other groups of Travellers who may travel through Britain, such as Scottish
Travellers and French Manush Gypsies, which have a similar origin and culture to Romani
Gypsies. There is also an increaslingly large population of Roma immigrants that have come
to Britain from long-settled communities in Eastern Europe.

Population size

There are no reliable estimates of how many Gypsies and Travellers there are in the UK,
because Gypsies and Travellers are not specifically included in any ethnic monitoring.
Academic estimates vary from 120,000 to 300,000, which would make the population of
Gypsies and Travellers as large as the Bangladeshi community.

Around half of all Gypsies and Travellers nowadays live in houses, the other half live in
caravans on private caravan sites, public (council) caravan sites and on unauthorized
encampments wherever they can find land that is suitable. So the community is diverse in its
racial background and living conditions

The community consists approximately of the following groups:

Proportion of the |Ethnic Travellers Cultural travellers
community*
Romani Gypsy [Irish Traveller [New Traveller [Showpeople
Housed (50%) 35 5 - -
Private site 11 2 4 6
(16.6%)
Public site (16.6%)|11 2 3 2
Roadside (16.6%) |11 3 3 2
TOTAL 68% 12% 10% 10%

3. Gypsy and Traveller culture and history 7 the myths and the truth



There is no one Gypsy and Traveller culture, just as
there is no single Gypsy and Traveller community. But
most Gypsies and Travellers have certain cultural
things in common, which have evolved over time in
response to the conditions created by life on the road.

For example, a traditional preference for self-
employment and a suspicion of authority created after
centuries of persecution, is something that many
Gypsies and Travellers share. There are also great
differences, for example, Romani Gypsies have strict
taboos about which implements can be washed in
which bowls and how men and women should interact,
that arendt shared by New Travel
is easier to define Gypsies and Travellers by what they
are not, by looking at the myths which are spread
about them.

The Media i atrue reflection of Gypsies and Travellers?

Gypsies and Travellers are modern people who are often very well integrated into the
communities through which they pass or permanently live. Most people walk past Gypsies
and Travellers every day without knowing it. The media, however, continues to spread the
myth that Gypsies and Travellers are strange, exotic and deviant characters that blight British
Society. The following headlines, taken from one week& local newspaper headlines, draw on
a certain myths and arguably do more to make conflicts between Travellers and the settled
community worse than actually report or explain them.
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PEOPLE LIVE IN FEAR OF THE INVADERS

Police warn landowners over travellers Gypsies

bombed out by
Beware of working arsonists

travellers warnina
Knife Wi9|dinq \ ouths GYPSIES

ttack ies in Hvd Travellers breach
Do RIS R LEAVE EVEN caravan defences
Park. MORE MESS

Travellers need to clear off

Winning the war against travellel

Gypsies leave

) TRAVELLERS DOG BIT
devastation ME ON THE ARM

But change the ethnic group being described, and the inherent prejudice against Gypsies and
Travellers suddenly becomes far more apparent.


http://www.thisisbristol.com/displayNode.jsp?nodeId=69368&command=displayContent&sourceNode=68920&contentPK=2414441
http://www.eadt.co.uk/Content/search/format.asp?url=/archive_snow/news/2000/july/htm/000731travellers.htm
http://www.eadt.co.uk/Content/search/format.asp?url=/archive_snow/news/2000/july/htm/000731travellers.htm
http://www.eadt.co.uk/Content/search/format.asp?url=/archive_snow/news/2000/july/htm/000731travellers.htm
http://www.thisiswiltshire.co.uk/wiltshire/archive/2000/10/13/trow_news_opinion1ZM.html

PEOPLE LIVE IN FEAR OF THE INVADERS

Police warn landowners over  Blacks Jews bombed

Beware of working out by arsonists

Iri sh warning

Knife wielding youths ASIANS

attack Japanese in LEAVE EVEN Gays breach
caravan defences
Hyde Park_ MORE MESS

Nigerians need to clear off

Winning the war aganwnen

Fat people leave

BLIND MAN @& DOG BIT

devastation ME ON THE ARM
Thissingleweekd s headl i nes trisswitemdbaut Qygsiastandw tavellers would
never be tolerated by any other ethnic group. Prejudice against Travellers and Gypsies is so
deep-seated many people donét even realise it exists.

we have done here, that it becomes apparent. But what are the myths such coverage draws
and what is the truth?

Myth: Gypsies are foreign. Much media coverage talks of Gypsies
places. Invasion is a military term used about armies. How can it be used about a community
that has been a part of British society for centuries.

Truth: Gypsies and Travellers have been part of British society for over 500 years.

Left: An Elizabethan engraving shows a Gypsy
being chased from a village. The bellows on his
back show his trade of blacksmithing, the dog is
biting his leg.



http://www.thisisbristol.com/displayNode.jsp?nodeId=69368&command=displayContent&sourceNode=68920&contentPK=2414441
http://www.eadt.co.uk/Content/search/format.asp?url=/archive_snow/news/2000/july/htm/000731travellers.htm
http://www.eadt.co.uk/Content/search/format.asp?url=/archive_snow/news/2000/july/htm/000731travellers.htm
http://www.eadt.co.uk/Content/search/format.asp?url=/archive_snow/news/2000/july/htm/000731travellers.htm
http://www.thisiswiltshire.co.uk/wiltshire/archive/2000/10/13/trow_news_opinion1ZM.html

Right: Gypsies on Mitcham Common, Surrey in
1881. The same families, found in the census of
that year can still be found living throughout the
same county. The same evidence can be found
in census and county archives across Britain.

Left: Gypsy
looks are as
diverse as the ways Gypsies have lived.

Linguists and historians say that Gypsies come from India
and there is a lot of linguistic and cultural evidence for this,
but Gypsies and Travellers are equally from Britain. If
Gypsies and Travellers are not British after 500 years then
they never will be. Irish Travellers also have a cultural root in
another country, Ireland, but most Irish Travellers in Britain
were actually born in Britain, although they may have a lot of
family in Ireland.

The myth of the pure bred Romani (or real Gypsy)
romanticised by Victorian folklorists is no more than a myth.
Romani academics such as Professor lan Hancock and
Doctor Brian Belton have revealed that there never was a
race of pure bred, dark-skinned homads and exposed a far more interesting truth: five
hundred years after arriving in Britain, the Romanies of Britain today are much as they always
were 1 a hybrid nation made up of the descendents of original Indian nomads, sturdy
beggars, landless poor and the economically displaced. In many ways, Gypsies and
Travel |l er s inema refBgeds.tAadi corminsinities like Romani Gypsies and Irish
Travellers have always lived alongside and inter-married with each other.

From blonde-haired, blue eyed scrap metal dealers to dark-skinned cockneys; Gypsy looks
are as a diverse as the Romani language itself, a mixture of English slang and Asian words
more closely related to Sanskrit than Hindi.

Language: the cultural DNA of Gypsies and Travellers

| | | s The Romani language has its

A l roots in northern India, but

Jl \ " | linguistic analysis also shows that
Romani has words that have been
picked up from every country it
has passed through along the
way. It borrows words from the
following languages:

- Sanskrit

- Dardic

- Burushaski

- Persian

- Kurdish

- Georgian

- Ossetian

- Byzantine Greek




Within Europe, where the majority of the worl dds Ro
of Romani dialects. The one spoken in Britain is known as Poggadi Jib, or broken language

because it largely consists of Romani verbs and nouns but uses many English words. Itis a

very effective way of retaining a language and excluding people from outside the culture who

y o u dvam té anderstand what you are saying

For example:

If Mande rokkered the poggadi jib tuttiw o u | fnnavbiat mande was pukkering
[ spoke the broken | anguage you w

Irish Travellers speak a language called Gammon or Cant which also uses English words but
mixes them with ancient Gaelic words. It is used in a very similar way as Romani. One
particularly interesting thing about Wales is that Romani was spoken in a much purer way
here than the rest of Britain until very recently.

Myth: Gypsies are dirty.

Truth: Gypsy culture is built upon strict codes of
cleanliness learnt over centuries of life on the road.
Concepts such as mokadi and mahrime place strict
guidelines, for example, on what objects can be washed in
what bowls. Gypsies view gorgias (non-Gypsies) as
unclean because of the way they live. For example,
Gypsies and Travellers rarely let animals inside their
homes, because they believe them to be carriers of
disease.

Myth: Gypsies are criminal

The sign to the left enforces the
1960 Caravan Sites and Control of
Development Act, which
permanently closed commons to
Gypsies and Travellers. The grafitti

someone has added is perhaps a
N o CA R AVA N N I N G little more honest. Many Gypsies
and Travellers say that legislation

. passed to curtail their traditional way
o R CA M P I N G of life is inherently racist.
~ L] le T

OR FILTHY PIKIES.
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Truth: Just as in any other ethnic minority, some Gypsies are involved in crime. But Gypsies
and Travellers say they have been criminalized by laws created to curtail their traditional
lifestyle.

th
Ever since Gypsies arrived in Britain in the 16 century, they have aroused fear, loathing and
occasionally fascination. When Henry VIII sat on the throne, the penalty for simply being a

Gypsy was execut iptni.a nfsh eAclt5®% 4f dirElgayde Gypsi es from e

imposed the death penalty on those that remained in the country for more than a month

In more enlightened times, the death sentence was reduced to transportation. The 1597

Vagrancy Act made itpossible f or t hose that dAwil.l not be reformed
to be conveyed to fiparts beyond the seasbo. Nowadays

travelling population recommends "toleration". The relationship between Britain and its Gypsy
population has come a long way in five centuries. But many within the community feel its time
the culture was not just tolerated, but celebrated.

The twentieth century saw a rise is the conflict
population that has still to be resolved. Despite the widespread and continuing closure of

traditional stopping places, enough common land had survived the centuries of enclosure to

provide enough lawful stopping places for people whose way of life was or had become

nomadic. But in 1960, the Caravan Sites and Control of Development Act gave local

authorities the power to close the commons and other traditional camping places to

Travellers, which many proceeded to do with great energy.

After a wide-ranging campaign of resistance to evictions, a new Caravan Sites Act was
passed in 1968, ordering local authorities to provide sites for all Gypsies residing in or
resorting to their areas. For the first time in 500 years, the British state had recognised its
responsibility to provide secure, legal stopping places for British Gypsies.

be



Few non-Gypsies have ever visited an official Gypsy site. Many epitomise the definition of a

ghetto 7 a racially segregated and enclosed settlement. Many have been built near rubbish

dumps, sewer works or noisy industrial facilities. In 1994, the Criminal Justice and Public

Order Act removed the legal obligation to provide even these sites. As a result, some local

councils have privatised and closed many of the I eg
travelling population. Government policy currently recommends that travellers should house

themselves.

But Gypsy families that attempt to live on their own land are often denied planning

permission. Over 80% of planning applications from settled people are granted consent, while

more than 90% of applications from Gypsies are refu
Travellers sites is in part caused by this history.

Within the past 50 years the Gypsy and Traveller community has experienced dramatic and

often traumatic change as economic change and draconian legislation have undermined its
traditionally nomadic way of Iife. The communityods
declined due to mechanisation and the importation of cheaper eastern European and asylum

seeker labour.

A result of this and other forms of social exclusion has resulted in some Gypsies turning to
crime to survive. But there are many more Gypsies who have legal businesses that contribute
to society. Crime rates can actually go down when Gypsies move into an area. There is no
evidence that offending is any higher among the Gypsy and Traveller population than any
other

Myth: All Gypsies live in caravans

Truth: Romani Gypsies and Irish Travellers are recognised ethnic minorities with their own
culture, language and beliefs. Yet planning law defines Gypsies simply as people with a
nomadic way of life. While this is historically true. 90% of Gypsies across the world now live in
houses. Being nomadic is more common in Western Europe. But even here only 50% of
Gypsies live in caravans. Gypsies also live in houses but they take their culture indoors with
them. As these two pictures illustrate.

%In 1997, Research by ACERT (Advisory Committee for the Educati®toafanies and Travellers)
showed that whereas 80% of all planning applications were accepted, 90 per cent of Gypsy and
Traveller applications were initially rejected (although more were passed on appeal).
Reference: ACERT and Wilson M. 1997. DirectoryPddinning Policies for Gypsy Site Provision.
Bristol: Policy Press



Left: A travelling knife grinder and metal smith plies his
trade

Myth: Gypsies and Travellers are work shy

Truth: Gypsy and Traveller labour formed the bed rock of
the agricultural economy until mechanisation. Many
Gypsies also sacrificed their lives for this country in the 1%
and 2™ world wars.

Myth: Gypsies and Travellers have become rich through
avoiding paying tax.

Truth: There is no evidence for this at
all. Both Romani Gypsy and Irish
‘ Traveller culture values portable wealth
~.'["14 and unlike non-Gypsy culture this

' wealth is often highly visible. A Gypsy
man with a new car and caravan may
look flash, but his wealth is just more
visible. The amount of capital their
— home is worth is far less than the equity
— = many non-Gypsies have in their houses
but is constantly depreciating in value.

0F

Myth: Gypsies are endowed with special supernatural powers,
including the ability to curse and see the future.

Truth: Some Gypsies may well have psychic powers, but no
more than anyone else. But some myths can be turned to a
communi tyo6s Aaationaithoutag army is forced to
defend itself with curses and superstition. Gypsies have also
earned a living by exploiting the myths that have been created
about them. Gypsy and Traveller fortune tellers have exploited
and cultivated the mystery that has always surrounded Gypsy
culture.

' ONE @D Oy
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Myth: Gypsies have a genetic wanderlust

These two pictures,
taken 80 years apart
reveal a common
eviction tactic of
removing Gypsy
caravans onto the
the road.







