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Foreword

By Augustus John, O.M.

President of the Gypsy Lore Society

The intrusion into this country of a race of foreign ‘Hedge Crawlers’ (to use Hitler’s term for them) has since Shakespeare’s time been a source of astonishment and indignation among our population in general and our police force in particular. Since our early methods of straightforward hanging failed to abate the nuisance, as did the later system of wholesale transportation to Botany Bay, the authorities have now contrived what looks like a better plan. Mercilessly fined, when found resting their cattle by the roadside, the ‘gypsies’ are driven to share, with riff-raff from the towns, the foul conditions of the new concentration-camps. This treatment, designed to break their morale and impair their health, does, doctors agree, indeed prove effective, and before long we may expect to be rid of a long-standing abuse.

But, it may be asked, how comes it that so insignificant an element of our population can have survived so long in a hostile country? Can it be that the alleged prepotency of an Eastern race is no mere superstition? We are all aware of the Gypsies’ habit of stealing children. Can this incurable propensity serve to replenish a failing bloodstream? Is it conceivable or likely that an exotic and close fraternity of coloured aliens can seek or admit recruits from outside to make good their losses in a hopeless fight for Freedom?

Dominic Reeve himself deals with these questions. A true ‘Traveller’ by origin, profession, and choice, he speaks with authority and he is more than seconded by his partner Beshlie, whose original powers of observation and sound draughtsmanship exercised in the same field are and will remain unrivalled in our time.

—AUGUSTUS JOHN, 1960

Preface

In this present book I have tried to convey the true atmosphere of the wagon-travellers’ lives in southern England today. By limiting the time factor of actual events to just a few days in mid winter I have attempted to suggest the crowded, active hours that make up the travellers’ days. Nobody ever ‘lets up’ or really relaxes: it is a life of living on one’s nerves, almost always on the edge of calamity or fortune—never static either in spirit or body. We ourselves, like all wagon-travellers, find our lives speeding away behind us even though a month to us is longer-seeming than a year in other lives.

I use the word ‘travellers’ in my writings simply because that is the term which has become universally used by Romanies and part-Romanies nowadays: in other words it denotes a person with sufficient Romani blood not to be classed as a gaujo (non-traveller). The word ‘gypsy’ I use but rarely, apart from ‘inside’ conversations or when it may be commercially profitable, as is shown, incidentally, in that excellent book The Gorse and the Briar, which was written some twenty years ago by a young writer who travelled with his brother in the south of England with their own horse and wagon. Romani or ‘traveller’ are the accepted terms. ‘Gypsy’ has largely fallen out of use not because of any racial shame, but merely because it has too often been used in a derogatory sense. Also many travellers think it denotes foreign blood—which they themselves, as patriots, do not like to think of possessing. As practically all the Romanies in these islands are by now slightly out-crossed on one or other side of their pedigrees—some more than others, of course, as witness the fair-haired and red-haired ones—much of what has been written about ‘half-castes’ and ‘the diddikais’ is really just racial nonsense. There are, undeniably, of course, quite a number of Romanies who boast of their pure-bloodedness—but often these are in fact not more pure-blooded than those who do not trouble to proclaim the fact! In my own opinion it is pointless to argue on that score—to me people are either ‘travellers’ or gaujos: it is as simple as that. However, like almost every group in society there are different levels of life amongst the travellers: but these are merely different levels of living. Deep-blooded ‘black’ Romanies may be found living in luxury and wealth, and they can be found in poverty; and so can the much-maligned and so-called ‘diddikais’. The over-romantic writers of course always decry those living rough and ready as being ‘only diddikais’, whilst those living colourfully or in luxury are always ‘the real Romanies’!

But how can writers who have not lived the travelling life with their own horses and wagons—chopping and changing their possessions amongst the other travellers as all travellers themselves love to do—know of its nerve-racking qualities? And most of all how can they know that of all its aspects peace is the quality most conspicuously missing? The idyllic picture which has all too often been painted of Romanies with their horses and wagons wandering aimlessly and carefree down green country lanes and byways, camping when and where they would, is, alas, quite false today. The premature ageing of travellers with wagons and horses, especially the women, is no innate and inherent feature of a race: it is the result of over-strenuous living and the accompanying hardships of a persecuted life. Take a traveller woman of forty who has lived all her life with wagons in the old–fashioned way and place her beside her counterpart from a trailer caravan—the difference would surprise even the most sceptical. A harsh, primitive outdoor rough life hardens and ages—it rarely ennobles—and it often embitters. Yet for all that it is a life of great beauty, and one from which I myself have derived infinite pleasure and immeasurable spiritual benefit. Whenever it has become squalid or ugly it is because of outside influences and repressions and persecutions—never from the inside, from those who lead it naturally and only wish to be left alone and free.

To me travellers are the finest people in the world. I have eaten bread and meat whilst seated on the earth floors of shacks and huts, or by open fires beside the wagons and tents in countless old lanes and on roadsides and commons; and I have eaten in luxury trailer-caravans whilst watching the television or listening to the record-player; and in houses in back streets or council estates, and in houses standing in their own grounds. All with other travellers. It is everyone to his own mode of life for me—and if I like a certain traveller he can be living in a trailer, bender-tent, wagon, hut, or house, I care not. By just being a traveller he will always emerge as a character and an individual, almost without exception, whatever the setting.

I write of today—not of the yesterday of so many of the great writers in the past on Romanies. Times have changed a great deal since their day: and all branches of society—Romanies included—have felt the changes; often what was true, say, thirty years ago is no longer so. In my opinion nothing worth reading in the way of a ‘popular’ book has been published on the travellers in this country since 1938 when The Gorse and the Briar appeared (not, of course, classifying Miss Yates’s My Gypsy Days as ‘popular’).

The ‘rough and ready’ or the ‘flash’—all travellers are held in the deepest admiration and affection by this writer, and it will be a terrible thing if wagons and horses—or any of the other itinerant ways of life—are banished by circumstances or legislation from our roads. These ingenious, cunning, poetic, musical, artistic, colourful, haphazard, adaptable, ‘raggle-taggle’ or slick, handsome people are a living example of a racial minority split asunder into different ways of life—yet still united, each group being wholly admirable in its own fashion.

The lives of those who sailed before the mast, or of those who settled in the American West—or any of the other now-commercialized ‘romantic’ ways of life—all had their two sides: it is the same with all forms of existence, and unless both the qualities of ‘squalor’ and ‘romance’ are equally portrayed—as I have always tried to do—how can any aesthetic or truthful picture emerge? The noxious outpourings of eye-veiling, sentimentalizing cranks are just so much candy-floss.

I might mention that I find it difficult to restrain myself from writing more harshly of the mediocrity and pseudo-respectability which I all too often encounter in suburbia amidst the hideous rows of unadventurous houses at which I am sometimes forced to call. How refreshing is the company of other travellers after that—the conversations filled with natural poetry, a broadness of utterance, and no small-minded inhibitions. My own world is, like that of most other wagon-travellers, somewhat constricted in form and healthily egocentric in outlook, and I like it that way. I do not pine for a glimpse of foreign shores: to us Scotland, or even Westmorland, is far enough to be viewed as such. Indeed to all who travel with horse-drawn wagons, with a hundred miles being a fortnight’s arduous journey at least—when taken steadily—it is the same. It was once written that as soon as a person ties a silk handkerchief around his neck and lives and travels with a horse and wagon then nine-tenths of the world is against him. And from my own experiences that is not incorrect.

And every year the country seems to become more overrun by new rules and regulations and further intrusions into the private lives of individuals, so that everyone is being forced into becoming a cog in the great machine of Welfare. That is not freedom: it is enforced cosiness. One is not allowed to live rough lest one infringes the rules of a ‘public health’ or a ‘planning authority’ or some other official body. Fortunately, however, human nature being what it is, there will always be those few who will not submit to such indignities, though, alas, the fine mesh of the net which has been thrown over the entire country is gradually being irrevocably fastened down. I grieve that so many of the tiny firms, shops, and farms have gone out of business in favour of the larger holdings; and most of all, I think, I grieve at the organization which is trying so hard to sweep living up into an orderly manageable neatness.

I love chaos and splendid abandonment—and that is probably why I like to visit rubbish-dumps. For there in that fascinatingly bizarre disarray is the beauty of decay. There is also the delight of chance and the possibility of finding something useful or interesting: many and varied are the objects which I, and those with like taste, have taken away with us from the dumps. A day on a dump is like a lifetime: it can be filled with searchings and yearnings and be rewarded out of all proportion, or it can be empty and devoid of luck or pleasure, frustrating and pointless.

Unlike many writers, perhaps, I have been fortunate enough to inherit the love of buying and selling, and generally dealing, which is so much a part of the life of all travellers—without that love one could never really appreciate the travellers or the travelling life in the right sense at all.

I have no desire for responsibilities, though I delight in money and would readily bear its weight. But most of all I hope just to be able to continue to move where I wish, when I wish, and how I wish. We have owned thirty-two different wagons at the time of writing, plus innumerable horses, dogs, and other animals and birds. We are tied to nothing—except perhaps one of our tiny toy-dogs that we have owned for many years, and he is retained out of respect for all that he has seen and learned! He senses his superior position amongst our animal life and is deplorably smug in consequence!

Perhaps one of the most surprising things about travellers is that, despite being part of a rather closed community and hence part of a great pattern, nevertheless every traveller remains essentially a character in his own right. I have never met a really dull traveller: all have an innate zest for life, a natural sense of poetry—whether bawdy or lyrical—and an individuality which makes the average gaujo pale in comparison.

Though travellers have, nowadays, become split up into various differing ways of life—some through choice and some through necessity—they are, none the less, all united at heart. And though in matters of business (‘…there’s no love in dealing!’) any traveller will do his utmost to get the better of another, the fact is fully realized and appreciated by each party and no malice is inferred.

Despite rumours to the contrary by the ill-informed and vicious, which have persisted down through the centuries, very few travellers are ever guilty of any serious crimes: and rarely indeed are they guilty of sexual offences or murders or any of the other really unpleasant crimes of the calendar. Proportionately speaking, in fact, travellers are infinitely more moral than other branches of society.

Wagon-travellers, of whom I write, are by virtue of living far behind the times, by the very way of life, naturally following standards which might be looked on as primitive—but being primitive is no fault or cause for scorn. And as the rest of the country has moved so rapidly into a hygiene-crazed state of hypocrisy (all food wrapped but filled with chemicals, the air purified yet filled with atom hazards!), the ‘rough-and-ready’ mode of life, so close to nature, of wagon-travellers is sometimes viewed with distaste by those who affect to have ‘improved’ themselves. A charge all too often levelled against travellers is that they are dirty—but this is easily disproved by anyone who cares to witness the enormous quantity of clothes-washing that is done regularly by any wagon-traveller woman. One can remain clean and healthy without resorting to any of the twentieth-century trappings of hot and cold running water and washing-machines! In truth, of course, it would be humanly impossible for anyone to maintain a ‘whiter than white’ aspect when cooking outdoors over an open wood-fire by a roadside, and sitting on ground which is often covered with tourists’ litter, with the dust of passing motor-traffic being constantly blown over one’s person and food. Thus anyone who lives with wagons and horses is bound to be a little smoke-dulled and matt-looking—whether one likes it or not. Whilst when water is scarce, and frequently most grudgingly given by house-dwellers, besides often needing to be carried long distances, it is too valuable to be used on an over-elaborate toilet.

But all these are trivialities, and that they affect travellers from an outsider’s point of view is merely a sign of pettiness on the part of the latter. It is the way of life and the outlook which matter, and, as I have mentioned, almost all travellers can leap out and above their surroundings and their troubles with a buoyancy and happiness that is worthy of universal emulation. I have myself engaged in deals with other travellers from the ages of eight to eighty (literally) and at neither end of life has the vigour, energy, enjoyment, and wit been any the less. And to think that in some spheres dealing is thought to be not quite nice! To be free of the pomposity which enshrouds all too many gaujos from their youth to their death is a great thing indeed.

Writers, artists, and travellers: all have a likeness in a self-supporting free-lance adventurousness of spirit which provides a genuine appreciation and a love of life. No matter how different their ways, these none the less are the groups of society that seem best capable, by their very living, of expressing that love.

Long may they flourish.

—DOMINIC REEVE, 1960.

ONE

‘Me Ole Rabbit-stew’

It was eight o’clock on an icy January morning and we were atched in a rough old drove running off at a right angle from a quiet back road, high up and lonely, in some gloomy hills on the Dorset-Wiltshire borders. The few people whom I had encountered during our two days’ sojourn there had seemed as hard and grey as their stone walls, and I had earned little or no money in the area. My seeming inability to add to our small collection of pound notes—to which we were extremely attached—had depressed me not a little. That morning there was a white frost and a persistent dank mist which hung on everything. I found that my Wellington boots—despite the fact that they had been left inside the wagon door all night—were frozen so hard that I was unable to pull them on; and since I possessed no other footwear at the time I could do nothing but jump down from the wagon onto the frozen ground in my stockinged feet and pad gingerly across to the site of the fire against the hedge, standing my boots beside it so that they would thaw out when I had lit the yog. My feet were wrapped up in lengths of torn fabric, in the manner of many travelling people who do not happen to have acquired any socks—such coverings being known by the inelegant term’ toe-rags’. I started the fire with a piece of newspaper and some twigs, over which I scraped a few slithers of fat from the frying-pan, which I had left propped in the hedge all night in my customary habit, so that the heat from the burning paper soon melted the fat and encouraged the frosted twigs to catch alight. Once the twigs were burning well I piled on more, larger wood in the pyramid style of travellers and puffed at the puny flames until they licked vigorously up the thicker branches. I had forgotten to fill the kettle from our water-carrier the previous evening so I was forced to stand the container near to the fire until the water was sufficiently melted to enable me to pour out enough to fill up the kettle. Luckily I had remembered to leave the kettle-iron stuck into the frozen ground all night, for the ground was so hard that I would not have been able to ram it in without bending it. By that time my rubber boots had thawed out somewhat and I managed to pull them painfully on. I cursed them soundly, vowing never to wear such things in the future but to stick to leather ones, in which condensation does not form so readily, and thus they do not freeze solid. It was a vow I had made many times before—and have made since!

As the fire progressed it began to throw out more heat, and Sam, our Alsatian, two or three of the bantams, and the cat sat around it as near the flames as they dared, absorbing as much warmth as they could: the tiny bantams half-crouching on their sides before the blaze, lifting their wings and allowing the heat to be drawn into their frail bodies. To the wagon-traveller—and indeed to anyone else who lives entirely outdoors, winter and summer alike (and by ‘living’ outdoors I mean eating and cooking outdoors, not just working outdoors)—the fire is all important: it is symbolical. Without it, in the depths of winter at any rate, one would surely perish. The fire’s grasp is stamped irremovably upon the persons of all who live by it: it toasts the skin, yellows it, causes the eyes to run uncontrollably in later life, and matts the surface of persons and clothing alike. It is the mark of the fire which so often distinguishes a wagon-traveller from a static or motorized one. Yet the aesthetic pleasure which can come from sitting beside a huge wood-burning yog, even in the pouring rain or biting blizzard, is something which only those who have experienced it year in and year out can fully appreciate. Stopping-places where wood is scarce are always viewed with much distaste by travellers, no matter what other advantages they may have. I had arranged to meet Shady and his family of sons and daughters-in-law the next day, if possible, at the stopping-place known to Romanies as Lady-float-over-the-trees. This was a roadside verge beside a large, dark copse of impregnable thorn bushes, over which the legendary ‘lady’ was reputed to drift on certain evenings when the weather was right! Many of the older travellers remembered their parents and grandparents reporting that they had seen the ‘ghosty’, but I never met anyone who actually claimed to be an eyewitness myself—except for ‘poor Henry’, whose visions were not to be relied upon since he was ‘not hardly there’. I had once travelled for a brief spell with ‘poor Henry’ and his parents but it was not an experience I ever wished to repeat. The wretched youth, although no more than fourteen, was very well grown and strong and a constant source I of anxiety to everyone. During my stay with the family his current phobia was that he was a bird—and thus he would, upon our reaching a fresh stopping-place, ascend to the topmost branches of the nearest tree, where he would remain crouched for as many as twelve hours at a stretch despite the pleas and threats of his family, who strongly disapproved of such behaviour. Later on, alas, he became violent, and had to be removed to an institution where, after some months, he perished in a kind of paroxysm of violence. Happily such cases of mental derangement are almost unheard of amongst travellers.

Our cob had cast a shoe and, in any case, badly needed her feet cutting back, so I could not jal-on with Shady and the others when they passed us the day before. One of the sons had some minor ‘troubles’ so that they felt it unwise to stop the night at our ton, wishing to cover as many miles as possible. However, one could usually be sure of two days and at least one night at Lady-float-over-the-trees, so we felt that our meeting could be fixed with some safety. In the event of their being moved on, anyway, I was familiar with the route and stopping-places where they would be likely to atch: I knew Shady’s run very well.

As the wagons of Shady and his two married sons, and two trolleys, had wound slowly away from us—some of the younger children running barefoot on the icy ground, happy as larks and hating shoes like all travellers’ children do—our cob, which was tethered to the hedgerow, began stamping and blowing, walking rapidly up and down the full length of his plug-chain, tugging in wrath, because we were not going on with the others. He was a travellers’ horse, ‘bred an’ born’ on the roads, and he liked the company of other horses and wagons and people, not caring to remain on his own. At that particular time we had no second horse ourselves, for we had just sold our pony to a gaujo for a fancy price—being unwilling to turn away a good deal—and had not found a replacement.

To some degree I shared our horse’s feeling of restlessness after the wagons had wended slowly away out of sight round the bends of the lane, but I felt happy in the knowledge that we should be catching up with them the next day. For although not gregarious by nature I am, none the less, always torn two ways when it comes to joining other travellers for a period.

♦

I finished a cup of dark yellow tea which I had been drinking from my two-handled mug, nearly choked myself on a thin cigarette of cheap tobacco, picked up a rope halter from the ground beside the wagon, and untethered the cob.

I rode the cob, who was called Moodier, at a gallop along the grass verge for a mile or so until I reached the village, whereupon I made my way to the smithy. I had taken the precaution of warning the blacksmith the evening before that I should be bringing the horse in the morning, so that he could be mentally and physically prepared for my arrival. Like most professional men farriers are frequently inclined to be temperamental and independent and must be treated with the utmost delicacy. This one was no exception, and he eyed me through thick-lensed spectacles, under the brim of his pulled-down black cap, with a mixture of dislike, curiosity, and respect. I tied the horse up where he directed and went away, leaving him undisturbed by my presence—having checked up with him about the weight of shoes he was intending to use, and requesting him to affix non-slip studs to each shoe, which I have found to be of enormous benefit on the glassy, slippery roads of today, worn so smooth by the eraser-like action of millions of pneumatic tyres.

Occasionally blacksmiths, on seeing me to be a traveller with a wagon, have refused to shoe my horses; whilst many have been very dubious about doing so! Innumerable travellers have told me that the same thing has happened to them. Then again, since farriers are so few and have as much work as they want in shoeing riding-horses, they very often perform the task on a horse of a ‘casual’ customer in the most slapdash manner, which would never have been tolerated by their regular clients. Alas, it is but one more price that the itinerant is forced to pay!

I wandered through the village, with which I was almost entirely unfamiliar, and purchased a few items of food from the village stores—in which establishment I was regarded with the utmost suspicion by the small, fuzz-headed woman who, with remarkable lack of subtlety, called in her husband from a back room to serve me, which he did with stern face and complete lack of amiability. Whether it was the fact that I had not shaved for a week, wore a black hat and dirty, ragged jacket and trousers and a red silk neckerchief that caused them to regard me as not being of the stuff of which good customers are made I do not know, but, as usual, I found it very saddening. I left the general stores, my purchases in a small sack, and walked on, keeping my eyes open the while for any likely looking oddments of scrap metal or anything appertaining to horses in the way of harness or old vehicles. In the latter quest I was entirely unsuccessful, apart from managing to beg one heavy halter from a farmyard—which I wanted solely because it had an old brass on it, which I knew I could sell later in a town for a reasonable sum.

Having thus expended an hour or so moderately pleasantly I wandered back to the smithy, where I found the farrier just completing his task: a few final raspings and it was done. And so, paying him just over a pound, I mounted and rode back to our wagon at a good pace, the cob lifting his feet high and lightly in the new shoes. Like most travellers, if the occasion demands it, I can shoe our own horses; but I prefer to have it done by a farrier whenever possible, as travellers’ shoeing is rarely high in quality—and many travellers tend to make the horse’s foot fit the shoe instead of making the shoe fit the hoof, which is correct and advisable if one wishes to avoid foot troubles.

When I reached the wagon Beshlie had a large fire burning, amidst the flames of which our black kettle was just beginning to hiss and boil. Having retethered Moodier and quietened the dogs—who went mad on seeing me—I flung myself down on the grass, propping myself up Romani-fashion on one elbow whilst we discussed our plans for the immediate future over a cup of tea, after which I fried the sixpennyworth of cheap bacon scraps which I had bought in the village, and we devoured them on pieces of new white bread. It was an unhealthy but pleasant meal and fitted in well with our domestic economy drive, which was based on the principle that A Penny Unspent is a Penny Saved.

I asked Beshlie whether anyone had ‘been to us’ in my absence. For our life, like that of all wagon-travellers, is beset by the ever-imminent shadow of authority in the shape of police, landowner, gamekeeper, or just busybody, hanging over us at our every stopping-place—except, of course, when we are pulled in on private land. And even then we quite often have to suffer visits from friends or relatives of the person on whose land we are stopping who, have allowed curiosity to overcome their good manners!

Early the previous morning a man of ‘county’ appearance in expensive but uninterestingly cut riding-jacket and breeches, mounted on a chestnut hunter, had galloped by us up the drove. He was a complete stranger to me, but he eyed our turnout with great malevolence, and when just past called back over his shoulder: ‘Huh! Who are you? You won’t be allowed here for long—we don’t want your sort round this way, you damned swine!’

I summoned up sufficient wits to let forth a volley of pungent Anglo-Saxon abuse at his retreating back, but he would not halt. Upon making inquiries later from a farm labourer on a bicycle I discovered that this rude, offensively arrogant individual was a resident in the neighbourhood, a retired colonel; he was also a magistrate, and I recollected his name having been mentioned to me by travellers on several occasions. They had told me of his severity when dealing with their cases—always of a trivial nature—in his courtroom.

I had later telephoned him to request an apology for his despicable and unwarranted behaviour but—characteristically, perhaps—he immediately slammed the receiver down when he realized who was calling. Fortunately, however, I myself possess sufficient of the malice which has been said to be present in both great and small men; so that, after a few moments’ lapse, I again telephoned the colonel’s residence and had the good luck to be answered by him personally. Whereupon I was able to impart a brief paraphrasing of my feelings towards him—and replace the receiver before he himself had time either to answer or do likewise! I felt improved in spirits after that.

♦

I was up by six the following day, and in the damp of yet another mist, before it was light, with the frost still crackling in the air, I lit as large a fire as was possible with the amount of wood I had gathered the previous evening. (Like all travelling people I always get sufficient wood for the next morning when I am stopping in a place overnight. To go ‘wooding’ before breakfast would demand the most stoical and philosophical of natures!)

I munched several pieces of toast and butter in the firelight and drank five or six cups of tea, handing up a cup to Beshlie, who never eats breakfast. Sam, whom we had named so as a joke, sat close by, watching me through his slanted lemon eyes, ready to catch the last corner of each piece of toast as I would throw it to him, which I had always done since he was a tiny puppy. A bicycle carrying an early morning worker swished by on the road and Sam growled, his eyes narrowing fiercely in the way of his breed. He was a good guard dog, and when he was only four months old had bitten someone who had tried to take something from the footboard of the wagon. I thought a lot of him for that and later refused many a bid from other travellers for him, for most travellers respect a good watchdog, seeing the futility of keeping a large breed for any other purpose. (Except, of course, greyhounds for hare-coursing.)

By about half past seven or eight Beshlie came down from the wagon and we set about packing up the outside things ready to be off as early as possible, the two small dogs who slept up in the wagon bouncing about around the fire and depositing minute quantities of water here and there in proof of their virility. After we had put the cups, sugar, tea, tinned milk, and other oddments of food and crockery into the cupboard which we kept for that purpose on legs near the fire within easy reach, we lifted it up onto the wagon-rack, and then we set about collecting up the kettle, crane, frying-pan, teapot, stewpot, and water-carrier and hung them on their respective hooks under the van. Like the older-fashioned travellers we like to keep a lot of our belongings hooked on the underworks of the wagon, rather than bundling the whole lot indiscriminately on the rack and inside the wagon itself.

I walked up the drove and untethered the cob, leading him back to the wagon, dragging his thirty feet of plug-chain over one arm, which I slithered—ice-cold and frosted—into its box on the rack. I led the horse round to the side of the wagon where our harness was hanging from a pole which we carried for the purpose, and which I projected from the van lock in the manner which has been peculiar to travellers for as long as even the old can remember. First I put on his collar, then his blind halter, and lastly the ‘pad’ and breeching: it is unlucky to do it in any other order. Moocher was a quiet animal, used to long years of irregular comings and goings, and he stood patient and immobile whilst the operation was accomplished. Quietness is very important in a wagon horse, for nothing is more annoying or disconcerting than trying to harness up a restless, fidgety animal which is full of tricks and mannerisms. We have ourselves had many horses with peculiarities, including one or two so ‘nappy’ that they would refuse to pull a wagon off any surface other than tarmac or gravel or similar substance. Turf or suchlike soft ‘pulls’ would cause them either to refuse point-blank to move an inch, rearing-up instead, or to leap forward with such panic and speed that they would break the traces and cause utter chaos inside the wagons, in no way improving the nervous system of Beshlie or myself. Can any animal have so many diversities of temperament and character as the horse? Naturally, in the days when horses were used everywhere, before the internal combustion engine had fumed into existence, it was very easy just to sell a bad horse and obtain another. Nowadays, however, when good, thick working horses are very scarce indeed—and a good working cob is worth between fifty and eighty pounds—the picture is very different. Indeed Beshlie and I have quite often found ourselves ‘stuck’ with a bad horse for several months at a time, finding it quite impossible to discover someone with an animal that had no worse faults than our own who was willing to sell it or ‘have a chop’.

As the sun rose just above the horizon, its weakly winter heat glowing and shining over the frosty fields, the rich brown and white of Moocher’s thick winter coat glistened, and in his red morocco and white-metal harness he was a great pleasure to look upon—enough to strike even an unromantic heart all of a nutter!

I drew him round in a half circle and backed him slowly into the shafts: he lifted his hind legs very gingerly, anxious not to strike either of the frail ends of the wagon—‘sharpts’. When he was far enough back I walked round to my side and Beshlie and I simultaneously lifted a shaft each and slipped it through the loop, pushing him back to the ‘stops’. Then, unrolling our respective traces from the collar, we pulled each back, under the shaft-loop ‘bellyband’, and hooked its chain-end to the tugs. I had no reins, having sold a rough pair previously and not yet having found a plaited pair, which I wanted. I was not unduly bothered by their absence, however, as I intended to walk to the next stopping place, for I found it too cold to ride on the footboard. I have seen one traveller, who had had his wagon-horse since it was a colt and who completely trusted it, lead his wagon—with all his nine children and his wife up in it—without even a blind halter or bit in the horse’s mouth, just a piece of rick-string round its neck!

Beshlie having completed the fixing of the trace and breeching-strap on her side of Moocher, seated herself on the footboard on one side, whilst Sam, through force of training, leaped up and sat in the middle, where he would remain for the journey, never jumping down no matter how great the temptation might be. Much chastisement and severity from us in his early puppyhood had instilled into him a healthy fear of us both, which caused him to respect our commands to him: he had probably forgotten the beatings he had received, whilst an instinctive awe of us remained. This made him an excellent animal who, because of his good training, was unbounded in his affection for us and utterly indifferent to anyone else. The two toy-breed dogs travelled up inside the wagon in a special basket provided for them.

I led the cob slowly forward, for he was not one to start off all in a rush and a jump no matter how ‘stiff’ the pull might be; down off the grass verge, the wagon lurching in the ruts of the lane, and on to the hard road. The iron bonds of the wheels grated and sung on the tar and gravel—a sound once familiar to all, and now known to scarcely anyone but travelling people.

We had only about five miles—or two hours’ journey—to reach Lady-float-over-the-trees, but I wanted to be there early in case the others had been ordered to move on that day. If they had I hoped we should be there in time to go on with them.

Gradually we grated along the narrow, winding lane, pulling in right onto the verge once to allow a loaded milk-lorry to rumble and clatter past—enough noise to set a bad horse into a bolt—and as we passed by an occasional cottage the occupants would often open their front doors to peer out, just now and again to raise a hand in wary salute. We happened to stop just near one small house, with a short green lane beside it, and our presence appeared to set the inhabitant, an elderly man of no account, into a state of acute alarm. He hastened to and fro about his garden, finally striding out into the road, whereupon he announced:

‘You ain’t gonna stop in thik lane, be ee? ‘Cos ‘tis private an’ you can’t bide there, else the policeman’ll be up to ee…’

I explained to him that we had merely stopped to make an adjustment in the way some of our things were packed on the rack, and assured him that had his miserable lane been the last place at the end of a fifty-mile journey we should still not have wished to stop there. He muttered that he had had a lot of ‘trouble’, with our kind of people—an inadequate phrase, which I hear all too often—and we proceeded onwards with dignity and a rattling of tins and pots and crockery. Soon we reached the long main road, lined with beeches, which would take us up to our destination.

When we were within about a mile of the stopping-place, edging our way down and scrabbling our way up the slippery gradients of the well-used road—great diesel lorries and tankers, buses, and cars hurtling past us in both directions—I discerned two matt figures approaching us pushing perambulators. As we came nearer to one another I saw the flower-filled baskets which were tied to the old prams with string and rag, and I recognized Shady’s wife Kizzy and her newest daughter-in-law Leander. They were just setting off on their long daily trudge of ‘calling’—in the effort to sell unwanted goods to unwilling householders so that their families could get a ‘crust of bread’.

When we drew level we stopped and exchanged greetings.

‘Anyone been to you?’ I asked Kizzy.

Her face was a million wrinkles in which her eyes, nose, and mouth seemed but incidental; whilst her faded orange hair hung like dead straw. Large gold ‘snaps’ lay glittering against her brown skin.

‘No, my son, not a soul ain’ta bin to us—we shall bide on there fer today iffen we can. You’m comin’ on long wi’ us fer a bit, ain’t yer?’

‘Certainly we are—so long as Ole Sheddy an’ me can chop juvels!’ I laughed.

‘O dordi!’ smiled Kizzy and Leander, the latter a yellow-skinned, moon-faced girl of amiable though quiet demeanour.

‘Ain’t I an ole draggle-tail, gal?’ remarked Kizzy to Beshlie.

The four of us grinned together.

‘Is old Blood-eyes back there, or has he gone out?’ I inquired, pointing in the direction of the stopping-place.

‘O my dead mother! He’m still there, mush —he’m bad wi’ his back so he won’t go nowheres today, my son, he’ll be led up in the bed most on the day I ‘llow’, said Kizzy, her voice thick and heavy after seventy years of shouting for a hearing amidst dozens of relatives in the open air.

‘He’s been making the wagon shake too much—that’s what’s made his back bad!’ I observed with a smile.

‘Them days is gone!’ chuckled Kizzy, rolling herself a small cigarette in a piece of newspaper.

And I thought of Shady, some time before, patting her on the shoulder and declaring to me with a wink:

‘Ar, she wuz a fine-lookin’ &lsquooman once, my son! But now…well, I’d a-sooner have me ole rabbit-stew!’

TWO

‘Lady-float-over-the-trees’

Our wagon of that time was rather long and heavy, being a full ten feet in length, built up on a sound trolley base: the top was of red canvas stretched over squared hoops, or ‘bows’ as we call them, and had the advantage of a window in each side so that the impression of entering a dark tunnel, which is given by so many windowless ‘open-lots’, was not present. Its back and front, of course, were wooden, made with ‘penny-farthing’ boards, and with scalloped ribs in the recognized wagon-builders’ manner. We had got it far down the country from one of the Loveridge family: we had ‘chopped-away’ our previous wagon for it, and I had drawn ten pounds as well on the deal. Yet despite the fact that we had obtained it in Devonshire the wagon was one which had been built up in the ‘pea country’ in the county of Worcestershire, where very good ‘open-lots’ (the travellers’ name for canvas-topped wagons) are still being made. Nowadays they are preferred to the old, heavy, rococo, ornate all-wooden wagons which were so favoured by travellers during the brief boom of Romani prosperity in these islands at the end of the last century. These have been largely abandoned owing to their great weight and the consequent necessity of having large horses to pull them. Now that there are few working horses a lightweight open-lot makes the choice of an animal much easier: indeed we ourselves kept one very tiny and uncomfortable open-lot for nearly two years once, solely because it could be drawn with ease over any hill by our small pony, who possessed an unsurpassable temperament. However, when the pony became ill and we had to replace him we acquired a somewhat larger wagon, though still an open-lot, so that we might stretch ourselves a little farther. But the healthy manner in which we are not ‘tied’ to anything may be demonstrated by the fact that in eight years we have owned no fewer than thirty-two wagons! And all of them have been entirely repainted—and worked on by us both in order that we might turn a moderately honest penny of profit when disposing of them. Incidentally, all travellers love a ‘chop and a change’—and will think nothing of chopping-away their entire turnout, especially at a fair, at the drop of a pound note!

Whilst on the subject of wagons it is worth remembering that rod-tents and ponies were originally the mode of living and travelling favoured by Romanies during their first years in these islands—and still favoured by many, unchanged, today. The flashy and ornamental wagons which were of pure Edwardian and Victorian design and conception, and which are now looked back on with sentimental nostalgia by certain romantic lady-writers of both sexes, were but a passing phase in Romani life. Few of the contemporary wagon-travellers—in the south of England anyway—have any special pride nowadays in their wagons or their other belongings: it is their horses that they are proud of. And almost any wagon-traveller would much rather have a luxury modern trailer caravan than a horse-drawn open-lot! The more ‘go-ahead’ and ambitious Romanies are now found with new lorries and immaculate trailer vans—though the interest in horses still remains.

Occasionally, of course, usually amongst the older wagon- travellers, one still meets traces of the love of the ‘old–fashioneds’ in the way of dress, colours, and ornamentation generally, which so fascinated some of the great writers on Romanies at about the turn of the century. All too many authors since, alas, appear to be writing in a kind of misty romantic idealism—in which some of them actually refuse to recognize the majority of wagon-travellers as being Romanies at all! Not least of their reasons for this is the fact that few wagon-travellers like to be called ‘gypsies’—purely because the word has all too often been used in a highly derogatory sense. They do not, however, object to being called Romanies or travellers. Also, I might add, travellers do not object to the use of the word ‘gypsy’ amongst themselves and amongst intimates will frequently announce: ‘I’ve got the best pony amongst all gypsy boys!’ or some similar statement, using the word quite happily. Yet an outsider’s use of it will evoke the greatest flow of wrath and indignation.

It is all ironically amusing to those of us who are familiar with the pedigrees and general family backgrounds of these travellers—many of whose parents and grandparents were the very people of whom the writers at the turn of the century wrote with such effusion. For some contemporary writers to dismiss wagon-travellers of today as being merely ‘half-caste riff-raff—not real Gypsies’ is merely the result of ignorance and lack of investigation, plus, I feel, a very unhappy tang of racial snobbery. In any case, the mechanized age being now fully upon us, it would be virtually impossible for any wagon-travellers to live and travel with vehicles and horses of the quality and quantity which were readily obtainable without any trouble thirty and forty years ago when equine transport was still in wide usage. Today there are more Romanies with motor-vehicles than there are with horses and wagons!

♦

January is a month which wagon-travellers mistrust, not without cause. The ever-present danger of severe snowstorms, coupled with persistent cold days which ‘open and shut so quick’, combine to make it a month which we are pleased to lose: generally an unhappy month on the roads. Occasionally we have found ourselves suddenly snowbound for several days at a time in the most depressing and discomfiting of stopping-places which in normal conditions we should not have remained at for more than half a day and a night.

As we eased our way down one of the steeper slopes and rounded a bend at the bottom we perceived an elderly mud-splashed lorry of the variety favoured by travellers, which was drawn in on the grass verge under the beech-trees, and I recognized the owners of the brown, hand-painted vehicle. They were static travellers: Romanies who had lived for many years on their own piece of land in a timber bungalow in the days when there was enough personal freedom left for one to be able to live in what one liked, where one liked, how one liked! They had, of course, earlier in their lives been on the roads with horses and wagons themselves. They were wearing old greasy lounge-suits and snap-brimmed hats: Old Siddy wore a black silk handkerchief knotted at his throat, and his brother-in-law ‘Dorfie’—short for Adolphus—sported a brown plastic tie and a scrap-iron dirtied shirt. They were engaged in changing a wheel of the lorry and they stopped work on sight of us. Their dark faces were pitted in a thousand tiny craters and their eyes looked everywhere and nowhere.

We exchanged a few words of greeting and news, for we had not met for a year or more, and they admired the horse and wagon nostalgically.

‘Is that the horse you had offen Benny?’ asked Old Siddy, his eyes narrowing quizzically. Like all travellers he liked to try to keep abreast of the deals of others.

I assured him it was not, and told him where I got the various parts of the turnout, though not enlightening him as to the overall price.

‘Well, he ain’t a bad sort’ve an old cob’, commented Dorfie.

‘I’ll chop you your turnout fer this ole lurry an’ gie you enuff money to make it wuth your while!’ announced Old Siddy.

I knew he was only joking so I did not pursue the matter—in any case the deal would not have interested me unless he had been willing to offer me far more than I knew would have been the case! He had been too long off the roads to remember anything but its kindest and happiest aspects, and he was too old to seriously consider going back to wagons and horses.

‘I reckons you’m better off’n we is, mate’, continued Old Siddy, rolling a cigarette, inhaling, and coughing in a deep, worrying, echoing shudder.

‘That baccy'll be his death if he don’t watch out’, said Dorfie, with a wink, his voice quick and sharp with a cockney accent.

‘Tis smokin’ they ‘spensive packets o’ fags as ‘as made me bad’, replied the old man in his rasping voice. ‘Iffen you rolls yer own they won’t never do you no harm: fax the matter is they’m good fer you, I reckons. They kills off all the germs wot’s about. There ain’t the gelatine into this baccy like there is in they dear kind o’ fags, ain’t that right?’

He paused a moment, I nodded, and he proceeded:

‘I wuz walkin’ down fru the town there the other day a-droppin’ a few tattin’-bills in the houses when a ‘oman, a lady she wuz too, shouts to me from across the street from her front door. ‘Would you come here a minute, Mr S…’, she sez. So I jals over, like, to see wot she wanted—thinkin’ she had a bit o’ iron or a few rags or somethin’ fer me, don’t you know. ‘Throw away that fag!’ she shouts.

See, I wuz just a-gittin’ one outa the packet an’ lightin’ it, don’t you know. I cusses her to meself an’ goos over. ‘Wot fer, lady?’ I sez. An’ afore I could move she pulls the front of her dress right down to her waist—strike me dead, an’ may I never see me dear wife nor children no more if that ain’t the truth—wi’ her dear titties an’ all a-showin’ there! ‘Quick, lady!’ I sez. ‘Put on yer frock agen or you’ll have us both took!’ I tell you, brother, it near enuff frit me to death. Cah! I felt bad, mate. I wuz f…bad. ‘Cos do you know wot? All down her dear front, from her froat to her fanny, wuz all of a big long red scar where she’d a-bin cut h’open in the hospital an’ had all the gelatine from the fags took out! An’—well I wouldn’t tell you a lie, mate—I took that packet o’ fags outa me coat pocket an’ I frowed ‘em straight down the fust drain I come to…’

‘He never offered ‘em to me—I shoulda smoked ‘em’, laughed Dorfie, who had been grinning and winking at us non-stop during the tale.

‘An’ no more I shouldn’t either, brother—you’d a-bin bad if I had a-done!’ said Siddy with righteous indignation.

We talked for a few minutes of travellers who were of mutual acquaintance, and I happened to mention one particular man who was a good step-dancer.

‘Gor blimey!’ ejaculated Siddy, his eyes almost lost in wrinkles of amusement at the memory. ‘His wife’s jest left un agen, did you hear? We sid un over agen the public called the Cock an’ Hen last weekend—drunk as a handcart he wuz. Blimey, he wuz motto! Ain’t that right, Dorfie?’

‘Singin’ an’ dancin’ like a fiddler’, agreed Dorfie.

The conversation flowed on and we mentioned a few of the places we had travelled since last we met.

‘You bin all over the country, then’, remarked Dorfie appreciatively, despite the fact that I had only mentioned southern England. They were still in spirit wagon-travellers, for whom the North of England or Scotland is almost as remote as a foreign country. Wagon-travellers live in a constricted world, which in many ways is probably good for us.

In passing I might mention that neither Beshlie nor I have ever left these shores, and our life is so beset by insecurities that we find ourselves untroubled by the wish to do so. After all there is the whole of northern England and Scotland for us to explore—a lifetime’s journeyings to do it properly with a wagon!

‘You allus puts me in mind o’ some o’ they London Emmetts—is they any delation to you? ‘Cos they’m all up round the London country, ain’t ‘em?’

‘O dordi! Where the bugs come from?’ I grinned, for ‘London Bugs’ are much renowned for their rapacity, and are held in far greater awe than the provincial varieties. (I have experienced a ‘buggy’ wagon, but did not trouble to ascertain whether the denizens were ‘London’ or not: I hastily chopped away the wagon instead!)

‘You got it, mush!’ chuckled the two happily.

We discussed the various prices of sacks, rags, scrap metals, and other interesting marketable materials.

I asked them if they could find me a buyer for a mountain of wine bottles which I had been offered by a householder of impressive drinking habits.

‘I’ll see you right if you find anyone’, I assured them, and they promised to do their best. With their lorry they could move about more speedily and farther afield than we could and might thus easily find a market before I could. I then told them of a farmer who had a good Bedford lorry for sale which might interest them.

And they in turn promised to ‘see me right’ in the event of their concluding a deal over the lorry.

‘You goin’ up along wi’ Ole Sheddy an’ they fer a bit, I s’ppose?’ inquired Old Siddy.

We affirmed this and after a few more words we parted company and started up over the next, and last, little ‘nap’ of a hill which would bring us on to the last few hundred yards of straight level road which would take us to our destination.

♦

A Romani man once said to me: ‘One traveller knows every traveller, whichever parts o’ the country they travel.’ And that is true. All Romani feeling, in time of trouble, will crystallize against the gaujo. Centuries of persecution and discrimination (much of which, on some excuse or another, still remains) provides no good reason why travellers should feel otherwise. Almost all travellers have known extreme want and hardship at some period or other during their lives—many know it throughout their entire existence! However, it is only when one receives help and assistance from those who have themselves known the meaning of hard times that one is able to fully judge the value. On many occasions we have been given, quite freely and unsolicited, incredibly generous help in both monetary and other material ways: including one loan of fifty pounds from a wagon-traveller. Whilst on other occasions we have been lent a horse to pull our wagon—when we have been without one ourselves through ill luck or a bad deal—without any charge being made or expected. And we have received innumerable little kindnesses from other travellers—whatever their mode of life or circumstance. Not, of course, that one traveller will not try to get the best of another in any dealing—he will. And only the feeblest will cry if he is ‘bitten’.

Yet I can recollect with disgust an instance when, with no more than ninepence in the world, and no horse to pull our wagon, I ventured to go to the house of a well-known and exceedingly prosperous writer in an effort to realize ten pounds either as a loan or as an advance payment for any form of work he might care to offer me on his farm for a week or two. I remember that that was in January, the weather cold, the sky showing promise of snow or sleet. But from the greatness of his spacious study this ugly lump of a man, his heavy white face pudgy and dull beneath his shorn, thin hair—the only expression being one of unimaginable smugness and complacency—was unwilling to offer me any assistance or comfort other than a brief synopsis of his own early hardships and his astuteness in overcoming them.

♦

As we trundled up over the last hillock, our iron wheel-bonds crackling and scraping, I saw lying about a hundred yards down the rough lane leading off the main road, beside the copse of thorn bushes, the outline of four wagons and the mass of various objects which go towards making up the raggle-taggle of a Romani encampment. The wagons were all facing the same way, side by side, their mouths away from the wind, and blue smoke curled upwards hazily from a fire near by. We could hear all the unmistakable sounds of a travellers’ stopping-place: the characteristic sharp, staccato shouts of conversation, punctuated by brief sporadic bursts of singing, the screams of children, and the occasional sharp bark of a running-dog or the crowing of a game-bird. The sharp tapping of metal on metal, which we knew to be someone hammering-in a horse’s plug-chain, rung out in the cold air. As we pulled off from the main road, bumping across towards the copse, I could see the horses: Shady’s large roan cob, Daniel’s black mare, Young Shady’s chestnut pony, and the two well-matched coloured cobs and one or two smaller ponies. They were tethered at intervals along the verge and down the rough narrow track which went on past the copse, grazing placidly at the short frosted grass. Most of them had raised their leads momentarily on hearing our approach on the road, but the sight of the wagon had destroyed their interest: Moocher quickened his step impatiently, anxious to be urned to graze with them. Luckily, however, he just wanted he company of the other horses and no more. One gelding which we had for a short time was ‘half a rig’—which is to say he was castrated physically only! Mentally he was un-ailingly anxious to prove his ability as a sire. Such horses must surely try the patience of man and mare alike! Horses are excellent animals for warning their owners of stranger’s approach, and the briefly lifted heads of the travellers’ horses had been quite sufficient to alert the latter our coming. I could see several fuzzy-headed yellow-haired children scampering about, two or three brindle greyhounds, and could distinguish the figure of Old Shady and several of his sons seated round the fire watching our approach. Old Shady jumped to his feet as we came closer. ‘How’re you gittin’ on, my son?’ he asked, his great black eyes rolling bloodshot in their sockets, under the flounced brim of his pumped-up hat. His pink silk handkerchief was wound twice round his neck and knotted in a bow in the old Romani style, whilst his corduroy trousers were stitched with raised seams, narrow as sticks, with fall-front, tailored for him also in the travellers’ fashion. Heavy on-studded brown boots encased his tiny dancer’s feet, and an old overlarge monged blue-serge jacket hung down on his narrow shoulders. ‘F…d-up an’ far from home!’ I exclaimed. ‘Then you’m jest about like we is, my ole brother!’ laughed Shady delightedly.

There was a greyhound-cross on a long chain, tied to the lafts of one of the wagons, and he rushed out growling when he perceived Sam on our footboard. The latter, ever ready to show his natural pugnacity, responded with growls of equal ferocity, his hackles raised, and showing every desire to launch himself upon the other dog.

Some of the smaller children crowded forward, grinning at him, amused at his wrath.

‘For God in heaven’s sake don’t go against that dog—he’ll tear you to bits!’ I warned them.

‘Hear that, my baby! Don’t go up agen that dog—or I’ll beat you!’ shouted Shady’s son Daniel to his youngest. The child promptly went forward to touch the dog, and was snatched from his jaws in the nick of time by one of the older boys.

‘My blessed Saviour! I never sid such a brazen f…chile in all me life!’ shouted Old Shady. Adding, with a wink: ‘I reckons that chile must’ve come off an American, my Dan’l!’

A roar of delight greeted this observation, except from Daniel, who scowled at his father and retorted:

‘Wot did you come off, Blood-eyes—a f…German?’

‘Well, I reckon we were all born on the wrong side of the blanket, if it comes to the truth’, I remarked in an effort to placate him.

‘You’m right there, my brother’, agreed Old Shady.

We pulled in beside Jobi’s wagon, some ten feet or so away from it, backing the cob round sharply on a lock so as to be in the right position. I had schooled Moodier well in backing with the wagon, which he had not liked doing when we first had him, and he moved backwards steadily and well, heaving into the breeching powerfully but not wildly. I could see the other men were impressed, though of cour; they did not admit it. And within a few minutes I had unhitched him, removed his harness, and hung it on the pole from the wagon-lock; whilst Beshlie had fetched the plug-chain and the iron ‘pin’ from the wagon-rack and thrown them down on the ground beside me. I picked up the end of the chain and secured it round the cob’s neck to a piece of rope, using a knot which would ensure that the rope could not tighten and strangle him. A relative of mine once had a pony choked to death by a rope which had been attached round its neck in an inferior knot that must have slipped during the night. I then led Moodier down the lane, past the other wagons and past several of the grazing horses, until I found a good ‘tie’ for him, whereupon I drove the pin into the ground by using the heel of my rubber boot. After a roll and one or two calls to the other horses he set about filling himself up with grass.

Two of the younger sons, Occi and Gily, had accompanied me on this mission and by the time we had returned to the wagons Beshlie was seated on an old petrol tin by their fire talking to the others and drinking a cup of tea with which they had thoughtfully provided her. One was handed to me and I drank it thirstily and gratefully.

Few wagon-travellers, ourselves included, have more than two meals a day: there being neither time nor opportunity to prepare more. The two are, however, vast in quantity and consist of a huge cooked breakfast in which the frying-pan and white bread play an important part, and a kind of tea-dinner which is usually partaken of at about five o’clock in the afternoon, or as soon as the women come back from ‘calling’. The latter meal follows a curious pattern, being the reverse of that of most gaujos, I imagine: it begins with a cup of tea, then some cakes or sweet pastries, and lastly the main course of fried or stewed food of a well-salted and greasy nature, which is again counteracted by hunks of white bread. Whether the meal is fried or stewed is of course largely governed by the time and weather factors, for a stewed meal prepared on an open fire in windy or rainy weather naturally takes considerably longer to cook than a few pieces of fried meat eaten with bread would need.

Outdoor wood-fire cooking and eating is not for the fastidious even though it is so satisfying.

Unhappily by now all too many of the stopping-places which have been used by travellers for generations, not to say centuries, have become completely denuded of wood, so that one is quite frequently forced to walk a mile or more, often in darkness for fear of being accused of theft, to the nearest wood or copse. In the winter months, of course, even more wood is needed than in the summer, as it is often necessary to keep the fire alight all day for warmth. It is warmer to sit outside by a fire on the ground than inside an unheated wagon. An unaesthetic person might think it stupid of travellers not to avail themselves of primus stoves and bottled gas inside the wagons, and that it is foolish to eat and cook outside. He might find it difficult to see why travellers do not make use of those and other modern luxuries. The answer is, of course, that many have done so: these are the motorized travellers, whose luxury is often greater than that of the gaujo himself. But wagon-travellers know that the very essence of the life is the open fire on the ground: and if one deserted it as a means of keeping alive (as I have known one or two wagon-travellers to do) then something vital to the very way of life itself would be gone. It was the way of all Romanies before the ‘flash turnouts’, and thus the ‘hedge-crawlers’—as those with bender-tents and open-lots are often referred to—are retaining an ancient way of life in the very face of change all round them.

After I had finished the dish of tea I set off to fetch a bundle of wood for our fire, for despite being invited I did not wish to share Shady’s family’s yog. Each separate family should have their own fire, and that is invariably the case. One advantage of Lady-float-over-the-trees as a stopping-place was that there was wood in abundance to be picked up from under the beech-trees, so that within a very short time I had packed enough together, tied it with a rope, and hoisted the bundle over my right shoulder, letting it hang low down on my back and supporting it underneath with my left hand, taking the main weight in the small of my back in travellers’ style, and returned to the atchin-tan. The Alsatian-cross, having smelt me and found the characteristic blend of wood smoke, tobacco, horse, and old clothes on my person, had realized I was akin to his owners and not a stranger, and he wagged his tail in greeting.

I dumped the wood beside our wagon and untied an aged bicycle from under our rack, where it had been suspended for the journey, preparatory to going out on it to see what I could find in the neighbourhood in an attempt to earn a moderately honest penny. The bicycle was of the collapsible variety used by paratroopers during the last war. Its folding qualities, as always, proved a source of unending astonishment to the travellers.

‘Never seed sich a treader in all me life!’ remarked Daniel. ‘How much do you want for it, mush?’

‘I’ll take a pound for it’, I replied, not particularly wishing to sell it, and knowing anyway that few travellers—myself included—value a bicycle at more than a few shillings.

Daniel grinned. ‘I’ll gie you eight-ogg fer it!’ he offered.

‘Sorry, not today’, I answered.

Old Shady had been eyeing the machine intently.

‘I’ll bet that bike’s German’, he declared. ‘Ain’t that right, young man?’

‘I don’t know—most likely it is’, I agreed vaguely.

‘I thought he must be’, continued Old Shady complacently, adding with a wave towards a battered toy perambulator lying on the ground: ‘Gie a German a bit o’ tin an’ he’d make you up one of they inside half an hour—strike me dead he would! F…clever people, Germans.’

‘Cah! I reckons I shall have me one like that!’ announced Young Shady, looking with interest on the machine.

‘I tell you wot’, began Gily earnestly, ‘I bet iffen I tool my ole one down to the blacksmith—the one wot hit me Uncle Henry—I bet he could de-vert my ole bike to one o’ they wi’ a couple o’ clipsies put onto un.’

‘Gaaaaaaannnnnn! Boy! Wotsever you a-talkin’ about!’, exclaimed his father, unaccountably annoyed.

Meanwhile, my attention having been distracted by discussion, I pinched my forefinger badly in the framework of the bicycle as I was swinging its folding parts into their riding position. Feeling quite sick with pain for a moment I leapt up and down with wrath, hurling the offending machine far into the air, whence it landed with a crash some yards away, causing the dogs and bantams to set up a chorus of barks and squawks of alarm.

‘God put a curse on the bloody f…devil’s made machine—I’d like to beat the f…bloody bastard of a dead thing into pieces!’ I wrung my miserable finger, the stinging and burning in it seeming to be accentuated by the cold.

Old Shady and his sons were thrown into paroxysms of mirthful pleasure by the sight of my wrath. Nothing delights travellers more than the sight of another enraged by a triviality. Billeen, who was about fourteen, and possessed a fabulously loud laugh, had collapsed on his back on the ground by the fire, his roars of glee echoing round and about the copse, onto the main road and back again. Several of the men had been shaving lengths of elder wood in minute slithers so that the result, when dipped briefly in coloured dyes, would be a good imitation of a chrysanthemum, which the women would hawk next day. All the others were rocking to and fro with enjoyment. It had cheered them up considerably.

‘Wot’s life, my son, wi’ out a laugh an’ a joke?’ observed Old Shady. ‘You cain’t beat it, brother!’

THREE

‘Calling’

After I had been bicycling for about four miles, and had made several fruitless calls at houses and cottages in my quest for the resalable in the way of old brass, silver, harness, or vehicles of equine traction, I reached a lone tumbledown cob-and-thatch small-holding standing surrounded by fields. However, at the click of the catch on the gate a small man, with a shiny pointed face and eyes which glittered under the peak of his ragged cap, looked up and surveyed my approach. He was in shirt-sleeves and Wellington boots, his stained breeches were patched, and he was obviously at least’ half-fly’.

‘Mornin’, I said, looking at him hard.

‘Mawnin’, Maister, what do ee want?’ He was direct in his greeting if nothing else.

‘Well, I’ve come to do you a good turn if I can—that’s what we’re all here for, isn’t it?’ I remarked blandly. His eyes narrowed slightly and a half-smile played momentarily on his thin lips: I could see he appreciated my reply.

‘Ah! That’s wot we’m all in this world for, ain’t it, Maister’, he agreed.

He was obviously a small-time dealer of sorts. But sometimes that sort of person is far better to deal with than those who have never bought or sold anything in their lives. The latter are often unwilling to engage in any form of bargaining or haggling on their doorsteps, affecting to consider it beneath their dignity to do so.

‘Have you got any old cart-lamps laying about that you want to sell?’ I asked, adding for good measure: ‘I’ve got the money if you’ve got the lamps!’

‘I ain’t quite sure wot is led about—but if I can find any I’ll zell ‘em! Zell anythin’ yere, I would, bar the wife—an’ I’d zell her too iffen you’d gie me enough money!’

‘Well, quick, see what you can find!’ I urged.

‘Ar, well, come in an’ we’ll see if there’s n’arn about, ‘s’know. I ‘llow there might be one or two led about in thik shed there—leastways there was t’other day ‘cos I zid ‘em, pushed up in a hole in the wall to keep the rain out they was, ‘s’know. Got a fag on you?’

‘No, but I’ve got a match’, I returned, and he grinned again, his features relaxing as much as they were able after years of disguising his true feelings behind the poker-face that is so much the need of every dealing-man.

‘Lord bless my soul, you’ll be a hard man to deal wi’—I can tell that, ‘s’know’, he grunted, ending most of his sentences with the charming abbreviation of the archaic phrase ‘Dost thou not know?’ an abbreviation which is still used in the remoter parts of the south-west by the older rural people.

‘Not so hard as you’, I retorted.

‘How many horses you got?’ he inquired conversation ally.

‘Only one at this moment’, I replied. ‘But I’ll try to buy a good cob if I see one.’

‘Ah, I tell ee, I got one o’ the prettiest mares as ever you seed in all yer life, Maister. An’ she ain’t fer sale so I ain’t tellin’ ee a lie. I’ve had horses all me life; an’ I’m over seventy now but I bet I can ride any pony so good as any young man in ‘Ampshire, Dorset, nor Zummerzet.’

I murmured a conciliatory reply without much emphasis.

After some minutes of scrabbling about in unlikely places between sacks and old pieces of broken-down farm implements in the old corrugated-iron building he crawled out holding two carriage-lamps, one with a broken glass, and the ornate china base of a Victorian oil-lamp.

‘How’s they?’ he inquired, dumping them on the grounc by my feet.

They were just the kind of thing for which I was seeking—having found a good market for them—and the carriage-lamps, which had a considerable amount of brass on them, would fetch at least three to four pounds even if I resold them to a dealer.

I viewed them gloomily.

‘They aren’t too bad—a bit rough, but they’re not quite what I’m looking for. I really want the bigger lamps, and they must be in good order with nothing broken.’

‘Well, let ‘em bide there where they’m to—they don’t eat nor drink nothin’!’ he answered. He regarded me through half-closed eyes for a moment, and I knew that he was not quite sure whether I was playing the old game with him.

He decided that I was trying to ‘suck him in’.

‘Ahahahahahahaha! ‘tain’t no use to try tell me that, Maister—if they lamps was just cleaned up a bit they’d fetch five pound easy. They’m good lamps, ‘s’know!’

‘I bet you five pounds you wouldn’t get five pounds for ‘em!’ said I heatedly.

‘Huh! They’m good lamps, ‘s’know!’ he repeated.

‘Now, how much are you going to ask me for those old lamps? And mind! I’m a nervous man! If you ask me too much you’ll frighten me so much I’ll be off up that road quicker than you could see me go! Hard times are coming for some—well, for me they’re here! You’ve heard of the Idle Rich? Well, my dear sir, I’m one of the Idle Poor!’

‘Ah, an’ you looks it too!’ commented the old man, fixing his eyes upon my yellow leather boots. They had, not long before, covered more aristocratic feet than my own, having been the property of the Earl of S––– until they were given to me.

‘I see you got yer honeymoon boots on!’ he said, his little eyes gleaming with malicious amusement.

I prodded the lamps delicately with my toe.

‘Will you give me thirty shillin’s for the lot?’ he asked, adding very definitely: ‘An’ not a penny less.’

I looked shocked and shook my hand tremulously before him; though had he been a traveller he would surely have asked far more—a traveller knows that another traveller will never pay anything near an ‘asking price’.

‘I couldn’t give you that much—you’ve made me feel bad already.’

‘That’s a chip price, Maister’, he complained. ‘They’m good lamps, ‘s’know.’

‘I’ll give you ten shillings for the lot—and probably lose money on them.’

‘Ten shillin’s!’ he exclaimed in a convincing act of disgust. ‘Why, Maister, I should sooner beat ‘em up an’ throw ‘em on the fire than tek that price for ‘em. Here’s my last word: you can have ‘em for twenty-five shillin’s—an’ I shouldn’t do that for anyone else!’

‘Hark! Listen! Can you hear?’

‘What?’ he asked innocently.

‘I thought I could hear my dear old grandfather turning in his grave worrying himself in case I should pay that price for ‘em!’

‘Ahahahahahahahahaha!’ he grinned, without committing himself further.

‘Now I’m a reasonable man, and I haven’t got all day to spare.’

‘No more ain’t I, Maister…’ he interjected mournfully. ‘…but I tell you what I’ll do if you’re a sporting man.’

‘What’s that?’ he asked suspiciously.

‘I’ll toss you whether I give you twelve and sixpence or twenty-five shillings for ‘em—and you can toss the coin’, I suggested.

He pondered on this for a moment or two. It was the kind of speculative proposition which appeals to even the least adventurous of us, even when the odds at stake are great.

‘All right, Maister, I’ll do it’, he agreed, taking a halfpenny from his waistcoat pocket and showing it to me for my approval, so that I could be sure it was not double-headed.

Our own finances were not good at that particular time, and I watched him spin the coin upwards with much trepidation.

I spat. It landed. I called. He uncovered it. I had won!

It was a lucky day for me, and I was doubly pleased be cause I have all too often been the loser in such coin-tossing ventures.

He pocketed the twelve shillings and sixpence philosophically, cursed his luck, and grinned, and I wrapped up the lamps in an old sack which I had with me, bid him farewell, and left.

♦

Passing along the lanes, in country hardly known to me, it occurred to me that I must be somewhere in the neighbourhood of old Sleepy Joe’s property and that it might be worth my while to call on him in case he had collected anything whilst out ‘tatting’ which might be in the line of my requirements. Upon making inquiries from various farm workers and cottagers I discovered that my destination lay about two miles away ‘across the downs’. I found the trackway over the downs without difficulty but was disconcerted to discover that it was rutted and pitted so deeply by tractor wheels and other farm vehicles that it was well-nigh impossible to ride the bicycle. In fact after some few hundred yards, traversed with the utmost danger to myself and the lamps I was carrying, I resolved it wiser to walk, and vowed that I would return to our atchin-tan by the main-road route.

Despite the ruts and ill condition of the downland trackway, however, I encountered a yog-site and marks of horses and all the other tell-tale signs that travellers had been stopping there not long before. I judged the travellers to have been some of old Sleepy Joe’s family, since several of his sons and daughters were still on the roads with horses and wagons—and some with lorries and trailers—and they quite frequently travelled that way and stopped on the downs for a few days in order to visit their father. The stopping-place was looked on with dislike, however, as being too isolated and lonely.

‘I reckons that must’ve been the last place God A’mighty ever made!’ a traveller who had stopped there once observed to me.

Just before it sloped down into the village in which Sleepy Joe resided the rough track became a made-up tarmac lane as it passed by a fairly large farm. I thought I would call there just in case they might have any of the things I was looking for. Seeing nobody about in the yard I went up to the front door and rapped upon it. (Experience has taught me that it is inadvisable to go to the back doors of strange farms since ancient ferocious hounds invariably lurk there, chained so that they can spring upon the unwary.) I rapped upon the door again, and after some minutes’ pause I could hear a faint thudding which gradually grew nearer until it had reached the other side of the door, which was flung open to disclose a tall youth of heavy physique, schoolboy haircut, and inferior round-rimmed spectacles; clad in a dark green polo-necked pullover and baggy grey flannels. His right foot was heavily swathed in bandages, a crutch was under his arm, and it was the latter which had caused the thuds as the unprepossessing youth had swung his graceless bulk through the house to answer my knocking.

He regarded me with the utmost annoyance.

‘Don’t your sort of people usually come to the back door?’ he demanded.

‘Good afternoon’, I replied, restraining myself with difficulty. ‘Would you care to explain to me your interpretation of ‘your sort of people’?’

‘Well, you look as if you bloody well want something!’ he rejoined, flushed with annoyance and slight confusion, bristles incongruously evident on his immature-looking face.

Having no time to waste, and a long journey ahead of me, I just waited long enough to say a few well-chosen words and withdrew.

I made a further two unsuccessful, though not unpleasantly received, calls at cottages and found myself within half a mile of Sleepy Joe’s place, which was an old showman’s wagon, of the heavy kind which were designed to be pulled by traction engines at the time when travelling showmen were giving up horses. Round another curve in the road, up over a short sharp hill, and I came to his property on my left. It was a small piece of land, no more than half an acre at most, which, when Joe had first bought it some thirty years before, had stood quite alone and isolated on the outskirts of the village. Time and spread-eagling of the village, however, had almost completely surrounded it by small, neat, pyramid-shaped bungalows which are the aim of some people’s lifetime of steady toil. Sleepy Joe’s property was an oasis of refreshing disorder in a desert of precious tidiness; many efforts had been made by the surrounding residents to enlist the assistance of the local Council in condemning Sleepy Joe’s home and thus enforce his removal. His presence, it was rumoured, caused an ‘undesirable element’ to hang around the neighbourhood. Sleepy Joe, however, was unruffled by their attempts to dislodge him, and he had been moderately proud of an offer, which worked out at one hundred pounds per foot of frontage, that had been made to him through a solicitor by ‘an anonymous purchaser’ for his land. Incidentally many travellers find it very difficult to buy property even when they wish to do so: many landlords will not sell or rent to ‘gypsies’, so that the latter are forced to find agents to act for them. I heard of one farmer who wished to sell off a strip of his land, and offered it to his neighbour farmers, but they would not pay him much for it. Immediately, however, that they heard that a traveller was interested in the land they both independently called to see the farmer and offered him more than twice their original bids merely to prevent the traveller from becoming their neighbour. Such, alas, is the prejudice and suspicion that travellers engender in some dull and unimaginative minds.

I dismounted and flung my bicycle down by the entrance, placing the sack beside it. Unlike ‘Sunnyside’, ‘Ourchoice’—or any of the other surrounding bungalows—Sleepy Joe’s property had no gate, nor indeed any particular path: stamped-in cinders and ashes had been strewn over the ground for year upon year. Since my last visit the aspect of the place had not changed much except that Orphie, one of Sleepy Joe’s more successful sons, had taken up temporary residence there. Orphie was in the scrap-iron business and his luxurious 22-foot trailer van, one of the showiest and most expensive varieties, glistened a few feet away from his father’s old wooden wagon which would never go on the roads again; whilst near by a brand-new lorry, lined-out in yellow like a traveller’s wagon, stood idle, a torn overcoat flung over its bonnet. Trailer and lorry together were probably worth two thousand pounds or more. It was good to see success.

As I walked on the cinders Joe’s old greyhound emerged from a straw-filled barrel lying on its side beside the wagon, and barked a few times, sniffing the while to determine my status. The door of the wagon opened and Joe looked out, saw it was me, and climbed down the steps to meet me. Since it was one of the traction-drawn show vans the door was in the centre of one side, not at the front as in horse-drawn wagons. Beshlie and I have often been disgusted by the innumerable ill-drawn picture postcards, and indeed book illustrations, in which horse-drawn wagons have been shown with a door at the back as well as at the front—which is utterly wrong. No such wagons were ever built for Romanies, or indeed for anyone else to my knowledge. All Romani wagons were of a traditional design which fundamentally never varied at all: only the workmanship or addition of ‘extras’ varied. And the original interior layout is still retained by even the roughest of open-lots today. The bed is always across the wagon at the rear end; whilst just inside the door—which is always at the front—there is a wood-burning stove situated on the left as you look up into the wagon from outside. Nowadays the stove rarely has an oven attached, whereas years ago it invariably did. A curiously beautiful Victorian-looking little stove is favoured by travellers today which will burn anything from wood to old boots; it is known as the ‘Queenie-stove’, though the suffix ‘ie’ is purely a traveller addition to the manufacturer’s name for it.

Years ago, in the more ornate wagons, chests of drawers, lockers, wardrobes, corner cupboards with glass fronts, were always put in the wagons and always in their traditional places. Nowadays, however, for the most part it is only the bed placing and stove position that remains of the old design, although some open-lots do have a few cupboards and lockers in the same way as the old all-wooden wagons. Wooden wagons, of such charming shapes, were made in various recognized types and named after the names of their builders or the place where their builders worked, or after their shapes: i.e. Reading wagons, ledge wagons, show wagons; and two varieties of canvas-topped wagons: the barrel-topped (sometimes known as Bill Wright) wagons and the square-bowed open-lots which are so much favoured in southern England today. Of course all the wagons had their own personal features and variations, as befits any handmade article, and many varied a good deal according to the orders of the persons for whom they were made. But the above are, generally speaking, the main recognized types. It is a pity that the ugliest of all wagons, namely the square-bowed open-lot, should have become the commonest of all—certainly in southern England. Frequently, of course, these wagons are simply flat trolleys which have been built up, sometimes by travellers themselves. Thus the phrase which travellers have been known to utter: ‘I built that wagon meself’, merely indicates that they have put a set of bows and a canvas tilt on to a flat trolley, sometimes with a rough-boarded or hardboard front and back. More than one romantic soul has thus been sent, thrilled, on his way, overjoyed that such skills remain—thinking that the traveller meant he made the entire wagon, shafts, wheels, and base—and all the ironwork, I assume—all himself. Doubtless with his mobile workshop? One lady writer once bemoaned to me that ‘the craft has now almost been lost by gypsies, of course’! Since, however, she was apt, on sight of the meanest and least interesting of National-Assistance-supported council-house-dwelling ‘traveller’ (though I should stress that not all such travellers are uninteresting, neither are they all on the National Assistance), to exclaim in enraptured tones: ‘Oh…what a character he is!’ the opinion was of no value.

Old Joe, who was in his mid seventies, had a dandyism about him—of which I strongly approve—which the old smallholder-dealer from whom I had had the lamps did not possess. He wore a bright blue-and-white scarf knotted crosswise at his throat, a black suit of semi-traveller’s cut, with scalloped yoked back and fancy-flapped pockets but no other Romani features in its tailoring, and a snap-brimmed black hat pushed far back on his head—which was the way he always wore it indoors. His eyes were narrow slits, which caused his nickname ‘Sleepy Joe’, and as a result of his early travelling days sitting outside in the smoke in all weathers, they ran steadily, streams of water pouring down each cheek, at which he dabbed spasmodically with a coloured silk handkerchief. His hands were scrap-iron stained and he wore a fine old gold buckle ring, probably three ounces or more in weight, which had belonged to his father before him. He wouldn’t take ‘all the money in the world’ for it.

‘Where’s you atched-to, my mush?’ he inquired, this being the first question that springs to any traveller’s mind.

‘Up against Lady-float-over-the-trees—we came there this morning’, I told him.

‘Wot, in that mullerdi ole place—I should be trashed to death to bide there come rati!’ he grinned. Adding: ‘Who’s ‘long wi’ you, or is you by yer two selves?’

‘Ole Sheddy’s there, been there the last two days—and nobody’s been to him, so he says’, I informed him. ‘Haven’t any of his boys been over to you?’

The old man spat disgustedly.

‘I ain’ta sid one on ‘em’, he replied, adding maliciously: ‘They’m too lazy to walk any farther’n I could spit!’

His father and Old Shady’s mother had been brother and sister, but the close relationship did not appear to cause him to feel any special liking for Shady or his family. It is very common for some branches of travellers’ families to conduct lifelong feuds against one another even though they all intermarry: it makes loyalties very complicated, and indeed a very common cause of husband and wife quarrels.

‘I expect they’ll be over on Sunday’, I ventured, hoping to placate him.

‘Huh! I don’t care whether they does or not, they can please their dear selves for I ain’ta goin’ to open me heart to ‘em—I don’t care whether I sees ‘em or not, an’ that’s so true as I’m yere!’

He rolled himself a tight cigarette, lit it, and looked at me with a half-smile of extreme malice and remarked:

‘An’ how’s that dear ole Kizzy? A pretty ‘oman, brother! Why, iffen she wuz to chop legs wi’ a sparrow that bird’d get the best o’ the deal!’

I laughed, for the evocation was so delightful.

The old greyhound dog had perceived a stray cat across the yard and rushed in its direction, as far as its chain would allow, barking in a frenzy of wrath.

‘Gaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaannnnn! Goo an’ lay down! Bide quiet, Rough!’ shouted the old man, flapping his hat at the dog. ‘You can’t have no sensible talk wi’ a f…yappetty jukel about like that.’

‘How much do you want for him—don’t ask me too wild and I’ll try to have a deal with you.’ I liked the dog even though he was old, and I always like a greyhound. I doubted that he would sell him for all his apparent dislike of the dog.

‘Well, I’ll tell you the truth, brother’, he said, his eyes narrowing still further. ‘That dear dog ‘longed to me dead brother Amos—you mind him, the one as dropped dead at ‘Vizes Fair three year ago—so I couldn’t sell him, thank you all the same. He shall bide wi’ me till he goes into the ground—‘less I has to have me box fust, o’ course! But I tell you wot, brother, I bet any man that there ain’t a better dog in this country fer a hare coursin’. You can put him on any ground you likes an’ he shall turn a hare quicker’n any traveller’s dog you ever sid! Strike me dead, I’d put a hundred pun on that dog agen any other you could find in this country, mush!’

‘Yip, he doesn’t seem a bad sort’ve an’ old dog’, I agreed, perhaps a little unenthusiastically.

I fear that, like most who engage in dealing, I am apt to throw so much emotion into ‘telling the tale’ myself that whatever is told to me—truth or falsehood—I am naturally, externally at any rate, apt to conceal my reaction. Alas, I have myself, with other travellers, plunged with vigorous enthusiasm and ritualistic phrase and gesture into a description of the prowess and quality of some object I have had for disposal and, at the end of my effusion, been met with a line of deadpan faces whose true reactions it has been quite impossible to determine until they have made a bid. To tell a lie and not to be believed is a little disheartening: but to tell the truth and not be believed is calamitous! It is enough to shatter a man’s faith in human nature!

The old man finished his cigarette and coughed bronchially.

‘There’s some weather we’ve bin gettin’, he remarked, gazing gloomily up at the cold grey sky.

‘Wireless speaks o’ snow an’ ice up the country’, observed Old Cinderella, his aged wife, from where she had been standing just up inside the wagon door, listening to our conversation in order to determine what I had come about.

‘Rhody’s boy, Nelson, is out—you know the one that did six months for hitting the gavver when he kicked the fire over the baby’, I mentioned to Sleepy Joe.

‘F…bastard that gavver up there—I should a-killed him iffen I’d bin there, I reckons’, said the old man.

‘So should I—he never should’ve been given six months’, I agreed.

‘Some o’ they down-country policemans is villains—an’ so’s the keepers’, commented Old Cinderella. ‘I can mind when we wuz travellin’ down-country, years ago, when they’ve made us pack up an’ shift three an’ four times in one day: the horses couldn’t stick it, my son, an’ it never gid us not one minute to go out an’ get a livin’. I wouldn’t never goo down that country agen—an’ I can see it ain’ta changed much fer that young Nelson to be sent down fer six months just fer lookin’ out to his dear little baby an’ his wife wot’d on’y just come outa the bed arter the confinement. Yet murderers an’ the like can git off fer nothin’!’ She lit her pipe and puffed at it disgustedly.

By some chance I had never met Old Cinderella before. And she herself was busy trying to place me.

‘Is you one’ve Ole Hard-time’s boys?’ she inquired, peering at me closely.

‘No I’m not—I’m from up the country people. Half an’ half [half-traveller] don’t you know?’

I smiled at her and winked, and she grinned back, revealing several gold teeth. Her face was dark, round, lined in a million wrinkles, and her eyes were deepset, black, and mischievous; her once black sparse hair was done in a minute tight plait, and tiny watered-down kiss-curls were flattened along her forehead. She was a handsome old woman.

‘You puts me in mind o’ one o’ Ole Hard-time’s boys,’ she persevered. ‘I reckons I’ve a-sid you somewheres before, but I cain’t just mind where ‘twas at.’

‘Well, I’m up, down, and all over the bloody country—just like the dear old rat-catcher’s dog!’

Both the old people laughed happily at this.

‘Rough and ready!’ I observed, fingering my ragged garments.

‘Raggedy-rush!’ laughed the old woman.

‘You cain’t beat it, mush!’ grinned the old man.

We had all given the right replies.

‘Wot’s you arter—a few rags, my son?’ inquired Joe, his mind never too far from business. ‘Cos I’ve a-got near enuff a load on ‘em an’ I’d sell ‘em to you cheap to help you if…’

‘No, thank you all the same, I’m after a bit of brass or silver or a few old cart-lamps or anything like that’, I explained.

‘O dordi!’ chuckled the old man. ‘Then you’m about like meself. They cart-lamps’ll fetch upwards to five pun a pair in the an-tick shops, even if they’m rough. Fax the matter is that dee-little Shobi in the gav there gid me all I axed fer about twenty pairs t’other day—an’ he’ll take so many more as I can find.’

I looked sadly at them, and we all smiled at one another philosophically.

I admired the gold rings which both the old people wore.

‘O dear, my gold days haven’t come yet—look, only silver’, I said, showing them my fingers on which were several silver rings.

‘Your gold days’ll come, my son, don’t you worry over that!’ Old Cinderella assured me, giving me another fascinating display of her own gold molars.

‘Cah! That man’s got so many pound notes as I’ve got grey hairs in me head! His wagon’s lined wi’ em…Bide quiet there, spiteful dog!’

‘O dear! O dordi! I wish they would—I can’t seem to get me old pound notes to breed like some of ‘em do!’ I rejoined, looking at them with mock despondency.

A jet aircraft flew low over us momentarily killing conversation.

‘I can’t a-bear they flying-machines!’ scowled Cinderella.

‘And no more can I!’ I agreed vehemently.

‘Do you want some tea an’ vittles?’ asked Sleepy Joe, adding generously: ‘Anything we got to eat you’m welcome to if you’m feeling hungry. ‘Tis a bad thing to feel the worms a-eatin’ into yer guts—an’ I knows ‘cos I’ve had me hard times an’ me good. An’ when I wuz young I used to get so mad I punches the black kittle on the fire an’ burns all me knuckles off—more’n once I’ve a-done that—but I’m different now!’

The old head of Cinderella nodded in agreement and she said:

‘Ar, an’ when we fust come together the on’y things we had in the world besides our two selves wuz a bender-tent an’ an ole jack-mule—an’ we wuz so happy as the birds in the trees.’

I thanked them for their kind offer of food, explaining that I must decline it because I had to get back to our tan before it was dark as there were so many things to be done, and also that I was worried about having left Beshlie for so long in case the police had come to try to move us on in my absence.

They nodded understandingly.

‘Travellin’s all right in the spring o’ the year, an all fru the summer, but when the days begins to open an’ shut quick, and it’s cold an’ wet, well then I reckons ‘tis a dog’s life—an’ I’m a man wot’s done it, bred an’ born to it: but I wouldn’t go back to travellin’ the roads in the wintertime wi’ a horse an’ wagon fer any money. ‘Course when the spring o’ the year comes round ‘tis a different matter—an’ then ‘tis hard to bide still in one place. Still, sometimes we takes it into our heads to go away fer a month or two in the summer, an’ the boy puts our ole square frame-tent up in the lurry an’ we goes down hoppin’ or doin’ a bit o’ hoe-in’ fer a while. Not fer the money—though we takes so much as we can y’earn, o’ course—more like fer ole times’ sake, don’t you know.’

♦

To me any form of buying or selling is a great source of delight, no matter how great or small the amount of money involved: and that is the case with most travellers, and particularly so when conducting deals in horses, wagons, or other objects strongly appertaining to the life. Though, I would hasten to add, all forms of ‘scrap’ are a great fascination to me. The thought of making money from other people’s refuse is one which cannot fail to give a certain ironic pleasure. One advantage which may be gleaned from ‘calling’ is an ability to sum up people fairly accurately after exchanging but a few words with them—which is of course half of the fortune-teller’s art. People like to be able to place a caller, and once they have done so their reactions come accordingly. Quite frequently, for example, a person will open the door, take a glance, decide ‘gypsy’—and merely shout: ‘No, I don’t want to buy anything!’ and slam it closed again. Whilst many others will merely gaze through a window and pass their hand to and fro in front of their faces in a gesture of negation: I find the latter very obnoxious. Also there are those who, with misplaced faith in the ferocity of their pets, open their doors and let their dog out, crying: ‘See him off, Rex!’ or some such comment. I have noticed that it is usually those whose life has brought them little or no opportunity to show their authority who descend to such behaviour, which is both ill-mannered and contemptible in the extreme.

So far as wagon-travellers are concerned it is mainly the women who go out daily calling with something to sell, in order to keep the family going with food; whilst the men or older boys make occasional calls, when time and conditions allow, with pony and trolley for scrap-iron, rags, or sometimes log-selling. Motorized travellers, of course, follow very different habits, and more varying pursuits.

Once any fastidious thoughts have been banished I think that ‘ragging’, or ‘tatting’, is the most pleasant of any kind of ‘calling’. It is simple and uncomplicated: one merely attaches the circulars (of which most travellers have a number printed) to the front door of each house, and then departs for a drink or cup of tea, to return an hour or two later to collect the circular (which is of course used again and again) and anything which it may have extracted from the householder. Wagon-travellers thus usually keep tatting to its simplest form; but some motorized travellers have taken it further, and they hang paper or plastic carrier-bags from each door-handle, on which is stuck their ‘bill’, and these bags often contain some cheap gift for the housewife—thus engendering in her a slight feeling of obligation. I am told by those who do this that it is very much worth the small extra outlay. Many motorized Romanies go round from stopping-place to stopping-place with their lorries and buy whole loads of rags direct from the wagon-travellers, who are thus saved the harrowing experience of having to drive their horse-drawn trolleys right into the nearest town to the ‘rag-shop’. Thus the somewhat smaller price which the lorry-man offers is recompensed by that fact, plus the ever-important time-factor. Nothing could be farther from the truth than the popular romantic myth that the Romanies wander through our green lanes, moving or stopping at will: a self-supporting ethereal existence free from all cares and responsibilities…It is all very sad!

Many travellers, motorized and horse-drawn, and particularly the older ones who have been in the business all their lives, can judge the weight of a load of scrap-iron probably to within the nearest hundredweight or less, just by a glance. In fact, of course, the average wagon-traveller is only spasmodically in the scrap trade, and sells mostly to other, motorized, travellers, and only occasionally to scrapyards—and he will turn to tats, horse-dealing, hoeing, piecework, hopping, or almost any of several occupations every few weeks or months: he does not stick at one thing only. But there are many of the motorized and static travellers who engage entirely in the scrap-metal and rag business. These last, whether illiterate or not, are almost exclusively astute business men with initiative, drive, energy, and experience. They are the dealers whose families left the roads a generation or so before: men whose whole education has been one of how to buy and sell. It is a business which is open to anyone: one could never cease to learn in it!

I think, and I know from my own experience, that calling from house to house and having to sell something brings a kind of resilience into the lives of the travellers which is, perhaps, largely unknown to gaujos today, with the possible exception of tramps—whose philosophy must be, in any case, entirely different from that of travellers. I have met travellers who had lost their wives and fallen on difficult times, yet these men, usually middle-aged, would go out with an old pony and trolley and sell a few pegs, or go out after a bit of scrap or a few rags. A traveller’s experience and acceptance of hard living will always hold him in good stead. Whereas I have met out-of-work doss-house, work-seeking itinerants who have seemed unable to do anything more than beg from passers-by for the price of a cup of tea, or bemoan the fact that their shoes needed repairing! A traveller would never waste money on shoe repairs—he would beg another pair of shoes, and laugh about it to himself the while! That a traveller is illiterate means little in the wagon life: personality and ability to deal well are all he needs to make him a success. It has been said of travellers that: ‘They’d live where others would starve.’ That is true, and it is a credit to the travellers’ adaptability that it should be so.

Perhaps one of the greatest and most admirable things about a traveller’s union with his wife is the fact that the wife expects to work to help support the family and to assist in the amassing of the few pound notes, which have been proved to be one of the greatest comforts known to civilized man in times of hardship.

FOUR

A Bit of Comp’ny

Within a few minutes of my return, having determined from Beshlie that no police or others had ‘been to us’, I had lit our fire, the dry wood catching readily; and I lunged the heavy kettle-iron into the ground as best I could, hanging our black kettle on it, whilst I hastily fried some cheap bacon, which I had purchased for a few coppers, at one side of the fire. I broke four of our bantams’ eggs into the pan with the bacon, speculating to myself cynically on the great romance of the scene. Like all exhibitionists I am all too conscious of what effect I am creating—even if only for myself! In that respect I am not entirely dissimilar from most travellers, who view themselves—quite rightly—as being unique beings whose every action and mood is interesting to themselves if to no one else!

We were so hungry that we devoured the greasy meal ravenously, assisting our digestive systems by way of hunks of white bread (Beshlie’s cut thin!), on which my black fingerprints were sharply outlined. The women of Shady’s family had all returned before me, and the families were all seated or crouched around their one big fire, which had been built up hugely—as is the habit—on the return of the women so that it afforded heat and light for cooking. Their fire was near enough to ours for us to conduct an erratic conversation during our respective meals, their natural good manners forbidding them to come up to our fire until we had finished eating. It is also, incidentally, considered highly impolite for one traveller to pass across in front of others, between them and the fire.

We tossed occasional pieces of bread or meat to the bantams, of which, as always, we had a number. Beshlie has bred these charming little birds for generation upon generation—no mean feat when we are for ever on the move—and those which we keep are absolutely hand-tame owing to Beshlie’s upbringing of them, which is quite an accomplishment in view of the fact that bantams are notoriously shy and timid. Although we are continually moving from one place to another the birds never leave us, and indeed always go to roost themselves at night in the basket provided for them, hanging under the wagon—never roosting in bushes or trees as less tame birds invariably do. They are quite unabashed by traffic, and when we are stopping on the roadsides they will peck unconcernedly along the grass verges, often dust-bathing in the gutters within a foot or so of the tyres of heavy lorries and other motors that are speeding by!

Suddenly a small mouse-coloured pony, belonging to Shady’s son Merly, galloped by us dragging its tethering-chain, having apparently broken loose.

Cries of annoyance and alarm rent the air.

‘Waaaaaaaaaaaayyyy-UH!’ shouted several of the men together, their voices falling sharply on the last note of the call, in the special shout reserved for misbehaving horses.

‘O dordi! The horses is gone!’

‘Look at that unbelievin’ pony! Quick, boy! Quick! Run arter un!’

‘Quick, Dan’1! The baby’ll be killed!’ screeched Rosie’s shrill voice.

‘Goo on, boy! O my dear little dead boy! A pound apiece we shall have to pay if that pony gits out on that road!’ shouted Old Shady’s gruff tones.

‘Go on, you long-jawed snake’s-eyed boy! Kitch that pony afore me dear bits o’ things is all kicked to bits!’ screamed Old Kizzy, jumping about near her food hamper in agitation.

After a few moments Merly rose to his feet and sauntered casually off in the direction the pony had taken.

‘He’ll be all right’, he remarked confidently as he was about to pass us. ‘That’s a good pony, mush. Pull a wagon anywheres, brother—nothin’ ud break his heart, mate!’

‘Four years old, isn’t he?’ I asked, merely for something to say, since I was not interested in the pony at a giveaway price. He was wild, dog-poor, and I did not like the look of his feet.

‘That’s right, comin’ four—an’ I’ve yarnt meself some money wi’ un too, mush. Ain’t that right, Blood-eyes?’

‘That’s quite right, my son, quite right! You’d best get arter that pony or he’ll be dead on the road!’ said Shady, who had quite obviously not heard a word of our conversation other than the question—which he had answered automatically after a lifetime of practice. But he rallied when he realized the trend of the conversation, having been prompted by Kizzy.

‘My blessed Saviour! That’s a good sort’ve a pony if a man wanted one. Baby die if it ain’t! ‘Cos my Merly—well, I’m gonna tell you the truth, an’ you cain’t do no more’n that, can you?—well, my boy ain’ta married to nothin’! Yere today an’ gone tomorry! That’s just his way.

They had, however, realized that I was not interested enough to try to deal with them over the pony so they did not pursue the matter further. The youth Merly, cap pulled down over his pleasantly rough long hair, ragged and smoked-matt in the afternoon dusk, disappeared after the pony, whence we could hear him shouting hoarsely, and we judged him to have caught the end of the chain if nothing else. This was confirmed when, after a few minutes, the shouts grew nearer, the other grazing horses raised their heads curiously, and Merly appeared round the corner with the pony tugging and bucking vigorously and wild-eyed at the end of about ten feet of chain.

‘Boy! Wotsever the matter wi’ that pony?’ shouted Shady.

‘Stumpy Tom’ve beaten him till his brains has gone!’ screeched Kizzy, referring to the previous owner of the pony—which had not long been in Shady’s family’s hands.

‘That pony ain’t right an’ that’s the God’s truth!’ agreed Merly, shouting gruffly again at the fierce little animal.

‘Never sid such a f…bastard in all me life!’ agreed Billeen, calmly munching his bread and meat.

Several of the younger children helped themselves to extra food whilst the attention of their parents was taken up with the pony. The outdoor life of travellers is conducive to a healthy appetite in old and young alike.

‘My dead Granfer! I shall get so as I don’t care whether I keeps him or gives him away!’ grumbled Merly.

The children who were old enough to know what was going on winked at one another and laughed.

A slight diversion was caused by reason of the unpredictable boy Billeen suddenly leaping to his feet and, twanging on a toy tin guitar, giving a brief but spirited impersonation of George Formby’s ‘I’m Leaning on a Lamp-post at the Corner of the Street!’

However, his rendering was soon drowned by cries of mirth and derision from the others, all of whom, with the exception of his mother, appeared to enjoy it.

‘God paralyse that boy!’ she shouted. ‘Why don’t you sit down an’ bide quiet—you’m wusser’n a monkey, you mule-faced dinilo!’

After the pony had been tied up short until it calmed down most of the others came across and sat by our fire, throwing themselves with abandon down onto the icy damp ground, excepting Old Shady, who was too stiff with rheumatism for him to sit low: he brought an old enamel bowl over with him to sit on upturned.

Our conversation darted here and there with happy disregard.

Shady’s second eldest son, Noah, pointed away to the west into the growing darkness.

‘Do you know that gurt high place they calls Bucket Hill?’ he asked.

I replied that we did, for we had often viewed it with the awe which all steep gradients are bound to inspire in travellers with wagons and horses.

I recollect an up-country traveller once showing me a one-in-six hill and declaring that he had seen a traveller make a horse draw a wagon up over the hill with all four wheels ‘drugged’ as a proof of its pulling prowess. Such tests, indeed, were common enough in years gone by, and among many others than travellers, in the days when horses were regarded as machines of power—and not in the rather over-sentimental light in which they are looked upon today: often by those who have not given a thought to the fact that the meat they feed to their dogs has in all probability come from just one more healthy young horse which has been sold to the knacker-man for a good price. (By the same reasoning it is difficult to see why vegetarians are willing to wear leather shoes!) Life is precious to man and beast alike, and even an ill-used horse alive is preferable to one killed ‘for kindness’. The current cult of putting animals ‘out of their misery’ on the slightest pretext, and children into ‘the care of the council’ is merely an example of the deplorable interference which is nowadays inflicted on the private individual under the guise of ‘Welfare’. (Things have come to a pretty pass when one cannot even throw away a cigarette paper into the gutter without being fined for it!)

‘That hill’, continued Noah, his fine black eyes rolling, ‘is where they last fought wi’ swords an’ knives in this country. An’ it’s full up wi’ dead bodies! Why, the men comes a-diggin’ up the bones near enuff every week in the summertime, ain’t that right, Jobi?’

‘That’s quite right’, confirmed Jobi, and the others nodded. ‘Well, that’s a job I shouldn’t take. No, not if you wuz to gie me fifty pun a day!’ exclaimed Old Shady definitely, turning his flop hat round and round on his head in agitation at the thought.

‘Wot! Not fer fifty bars a day, man?’ demanded Dan’1 contemptuously.

‘No, I shouldn’t. Strike me dead, I shouldn’t!’ replied Shady, and the others laughed. ‘Wot about you, Darky?’ he asked me.

‘I should dig ‘em up—or bury ‘em for that money!’ I rejoined.

The others laughed again, and the subject passed.

Old Shady held the smooth round handle of his peg-knife as though it were a phallic symbol and rubbed at it affectionately, his old eyes flashing with mirth in the firelight.

‘I bet that old man still makes the wagon shake!’ I remarked.

A roar of appreciation greeted this observation, including screams of delight from his ancient wife, who almost choked on her short, bitten-off, blackened clay pipe.

‘There’s many a good tune played on an ole fiddle!’ shouted Billeen.

‘O dordi!’ said Shady.

At that moment the headlights of a motor vehicle turned in off the main road, their dazzling beams momentarily illuminating all the wagons and horses.

‘Like me dead mother I bet that’s gavvers!’ observed old Kizzy, her first and natural reaction after a lifetime on the roads.

‘Yep, that’s gavvers —quick, hide the yauker, boy!’ shouted Daniel.

‘Well, they won’t git me to shift outa this ole lane tonight, not a hundred of ‘em!’ ejaculated Old Shady fiercely. ‘Why, if the Devil hisself wuz to come to me I shouldn’t shift afore the mornin’!’

‘That ain’t gavvers —‘tis travellers, I can year ‘em shoutin’’, announced one of the younger boys.

‘Hark! Hark then! Bide quiet!’ demanded Kizzy.

We all listened, and sure enough, as the motor drew closer we could discern the unmistakable chattering and raised voices of travellers from within it; and as it jolted and rattled over the rough track we were able to see that it was a large old van of undeniable travellers’ style!

It belonged in fact to another of Old Shady’s sons, Caleb, who had only recently sold up his horses and wagon and had, with commendable enterprise and achievement, acquired this motor-van and a trailer caravan. The motor pulled up within about ten feet of our fires and ejected five or six men, two women, and several children, all of whom emerged with exclamations of terror at the speed of the driver and the severity of the bumps and jars they had received.

By coincidence, since their routes scarcely overlapped onto ours, I had never met Caleb before; and indeed I knew only one of the other men with him, a small black man with a trilby hat far back on his head, whom I had met at a down-country fair some years previously. He remembered me and we exchanged greetings warmly. In the firelight the faces of the newcomers were mostly dark and seamed, and they all wore neckerchiefs and hats or caps, except one young man with curly pitch-black hair not cut too short, who boasted a bright plaid shirt and a dark serge ‘draped’ suit cut for him in modern travellers’ fashion with pleated back, cuffs, many pockets, and extra buttons. The silver and the gold rings flashed on dark fingers, and the cigarette ends glowed all round the fire—whilst occasionally a face would be fully lit up by a burning brand held close to the mouth to revive a failing cigarette which had been too loosely rolled.

It caused me some inward pleasure to imagine how alarmed and uneasy most gaujos would have been had such a sinister-looking collection of visitors descended upon them at nightfall: but to Beshlie—as to me and the other travellers in the encampment—their arrival was as welcome as the flowers in the garden. Beshlie, despite having no Romani blood, is held in high esteem by all travellers—who always appreciate any arts or crafts—for her ability to fashion anything with her hands, her ability to show unimaginable resourcefulness with the minimum of materials, her ability to make (and wear) old–fashioned embroidered pinnos, her ‘scribations’ with paint, her genius at renovating even the oldest of rickety wagons and making them look to be worth a hundred pounds, and her understanding of and ‘way’ with animals and birds of all kinds. Neither is she so narrow-minded, sanctimonious, or stupid that a little uninhibited language of the broadest variety—of which I myself make full use, purely for pleasure—which is so much part of life, and in the sense used by travellers so full of natural poetry in its context, anything but a source of pleasure to her.

There were about twenty of us, including the babies and children, seated on the muddy ground around the immense fire. The sharp January frost crackled in the evening atmosphere and the trees by the copse seemed very still and taut.

Down the track, where the horses were tethered for almost half a mile, a pony called, its high-pitched whinnying echoing in the clear night air. Jobi’s black greyhound bitch slid out from under his wagon and growled, and we ceased our conversation for an instant to listen.

‘That’s the grey pony a-callin’, declared Shady, rolling his large eyes slightly in the effort of listening.

‘God put a cuss on that pony!’ remarked Old Kizzy, and we all laughed, some of the men coughing bronchially over their cheap cigarettes.

It transpired that the visitors had just returned from the monthly horse-sale ‘bloc’ which was held in a large town some twelve miles away: they were stopping within five miles of our stopping-place, two wagons and horses and two trailers and motors. They had only pulled in the evening before onto the ground of a farmer, where they intended to engage in a little tree-topping and other tasks for him and anyone else who would employ them in the area. ‘Tree-topping ‘is an occupation much sought after by the younger travellers because of the good pay afforded by the ‘danger’ money. It is a skilled job demanding great agility and judgment and I feel, having shared in it on various occasions, that even the highest fees asked for the task are well deserved.

‘I’ve a-sid you somewheres afore, mush’, announced Caleb, who had a pleasant voice. A snap-brimmed hat crouched far back on his black hair, and his suit was also tailor-made in travellers’ fashion. ‘Twas up agin Ockfordshire ways’, he continued. ‘Bout two years ago, I reckons, an’ you had a big pretty-coloured cob an’ a tidy sort’ve an open-lot—ain’t that right?’

After searching my mind for an instant I realized that we had been travelling that country about the time mentioned so I presumed he must have seen us. Sometimes, of course, it is a little difficult to recollect just which wagon we happened to own at any particular date, for we are for ever ‘chopping-away’ turnouts. We almost invariably acquire our wagons from other road-people since those which are in gaujo hands are usually either too heavy or are faulty in some other way—possibly the reason why they are in gaujo hands! In fact it is virtually impossible, in south-west England anyway, to find an old-time wagon-builder willing to undertake the task of building up a new wagon throughout, as most of them have either retired or died long since. I am, however, told that there are still a few good and capable builders left in the Midlands and the North. This may well be so as almost all the newer and better wagons in the south-west today seem to have originated in those areas. Actually, before the coming of the motor-car, it was not unknown for gaujos to holiday in horse-drawn caravans—just as today they do with their motor-cars and trailer-vans. There were very few Romanies ever engaged in professional wagon-building, and if they were engaged in it they were, of necessity, static, and had in fact learnt their trade from the gaujos.

‘Is you scholared, mush?’ Daniel’s wife, Rosie, asked me suddenly.

I admitted I was, and found that, apart from Beshlie, I was alone in the accomplishment.

‘Then read that!’ she commanded, glancing at her husband—at whom I winked.

‘A lady gid it me today’, she added.

The paper, which I examined in the firelight, proved to be a tract of the sort which are regularly distributed by well-meaning but misguided persons whose intentions have always been a mystery to me—since surely one’s own salvation is a purely private matter?

‘The dear ‘oman tole me the end o’ the world wuz a-comin’ soon’, said Rosie primly, the self-righteousness of a semi-convert already evident in her manner.

The others, particularly the younger men, roared with laughter.

‘O dordi!’ they shouted. ‘When’s it comin’—next week?’

‘Goooooaaaaaaaaan! Jackdaws! Don’t be unbelievin’!’ screeched Rosie, rather annoyed by such disrespect. ‘Read it, mush’, she prompted.

I ran my eye quickly over the tract, which I saw to be not unusual of its kind. It was headed BE SAVED WHILST THERE IS STILL TIME! which was followed by some stern reprimands directed towards the religiously dilatory. However, it was the main theme of the message, expounded in a parable called THE LITTLE LAMB AND THE LITTLE ASS which particularly took my notice, and it was there that I decided to commence my reading. It is with some slight shame that I confess that by pronouncing ‘ass’ as though it had a long ‘A’ I swept aside the intended meaning of the slightly obscure message and, instead, reduced it to a kind of crude music-hall script in which my long ‘A’ fitted in very well! It provoked unrestrained shrieks and shouts of delight from all my listeners, young and old alike, with the exception of poor Rosie, who persisted in being much outraged at my mockery of the literature which she had been given to understand to be positively holy in nature.

Tears of mirth poured down my cheeks, my listeners were prostrate and exhausted with laughter all round the fire.

‘Cah! You unbelievin’ lot! The Devil'll come to yous! Yous’ll all be burned alive an’ sent to Hell when the end o’ the world comes—the lady tole me so! I never sid such unbelievin’ bastards in all me life! Like me dead Mother, I didn’t!’

‘Gooooooaaaaaaaaannnnnnnn! ‘Oman, that ain’t no sense wots writ down on that paper!’ shouted little Lias in derision.

‘That wuz writ down by some kind o’ dinilo —no man wi’ good brains in his head ever put that down’, he concluded with remarkable astuteness.

One of the visitors, a man addressed as Goggy, sat up suddenly and in a deep, husky voice of high drama announced: ‘There ain’t no God A’mighty! Has any man yere ever sid the God A’mighty, can you tell me that?’ He held up his hand for silence, but it was too much for most of his listeners. It was one thing to mock an obscure tract, but another to attack the very roots of religion! Doors and windows of the various open-lots opened and a variety of tousled heads, mostly women’s, popped out—from those I who had retired but had been listening—to add spirited vituperation to the already chaotic scene. Poor Goggy had but few supporters and none amongst the older people.

‘There ain’t no God A’mighty! No man ain’t never sid…’

‘You unbelievin’ bastards! O’ course there’s a…’

‘I bin fru four h’operations an’ the dear God…’

‘Then tell me how we can all be on this world iffen there ain’t no G…’

‘…me dear dead Granfer! He wuz led up in the bed bad an he sez…’

‘…in the bed I wuz, the angels a-jumpin’ all round me an’ &lsquoGooooooaaaaaan! Nose an’ a half! The bloody Saviour’s dead Mother come down an’…’

‘…she sez to him. An’ he ups an he sez: I’ll beat yer f…’

‘…no man’s ever sid the God A’mighty!’

‘…an’ two vicars, look, turns in their jobs an’ goes an’ works on a farm…’

‘Unbelievin’! I sez. Wot! she sez. Yes! I sez. Well! she sez…’

‘Come on, God! Come on, God! Come on, God! Come on, G…!’

‘Hold yer row, boy, fer me Mother’s sake—d’ye want the gavvers to us?’

‘…angels wuz jumpin’ round me bed an…’

‘…an’ I’ve A-SID THE DEAR GOD!’

A stunned silence reigned for an instant as the shrill gasp- fing voice of the oldest woman, the Grandmother, Kizzy, suddenly shrieked forth her dramatic announcement.

We were all, from the youngest to the oldest, struck into complete silence and confusion by the force of the statement.

Eventually her eldest son, Caleb, ventured to inquire a little further into her great vision, to be followed by the others gradually more and more confidently.

However, no matter how great the pleas, and even threats, all failed to move the old woman to divulge any details to us.

Finally, after half an hour’s attempts—and many loud baiting speculations—everyone gave up.

Alas, the spell of conversation had been broken, and even the voices of the boys, which earlier had been reverberating through the copse and echoing right away to the nearest village and back, in primitive, spasmodic outburst, were now quiet.

We had, as wagon-travellers do every day of their lives, burnt ourselves right out. Trivial or important—all matters had received the same fervour and energetic discussion until one could stand no more, and felt weak and drained.

With many shouted farewells, obscenities, good wishes, and mixed feelings, the motor-van departed into the night.

‘I likes a bit o’ compn’y, don’t you, mush?’ remarked Billeen.

And gradually we all departed for our various wagons and beds.

Old Shady was still seated disconsolately by the fire when I left it.

‘The ole gal’s made me feel bad wi’ that talk’, he said, spitting into the fire and preparing to retire for the night.

FIVE

A Day Well Spent

I was awakened at about eight o’clock in the morning by the sound of snapping twigs, as Merly, blond and rough-headed, sleepy-eyed, and puffy-faced looking, set about lighting their fire. After a few minutes I heard Gily and Daniel and one or two of the other boys join him at the fire, which was smoking violently and had necessitated the use of several candle-ends before the frosty wood caught alight. As they crouched or sat around the ever-growing blaze, Gily and Billeen piling larger pieces of wood on until the flames leapt feet high, Daniel sang mournfully in the half-light, his voice deep and melodious:


‘Once I could lay on the bed, the best feather bed ever made.

But now I’m glad just to lay on the sod.

My green-hearted troubles I should never know none.

You promised to wait after me—you don’t know the deeds wot that young man he done.

But now I’m glad of a glass of spring-water…’



His pleasant singing-voice, however, was drowned by a shout from Billeen, swathed in an over-large, scarecrow-ragged black overcoat, who had discovered that there was no water in their buckets—and thus the kettle for the all-important tea could not be filled.

I put on my jacket, waistcoat, hat, and boots, reknotted my scarf, and jumped stiffly down from our wagon onto the hard, frozen, brittle ground.

‘Got any pani, mush?’ shouted Gily.

I went and shook our water-carrier, where it was hooked up under the wagon, but I knew instinctively that it was empty: I, too, had forgotten to fetch any water the previous evening.

‘Not a f…drop! We shall have to get some’, I replied dejectedly, for it is a miserable thing to have to do first thing in the morning, before even having any breakfast. I shouted to Sam, who had rushed out on his chain and was leaping wildly in all directions, hoping that he would be able to come with me, and he slunk back under the wagon and lay down again on the sack filled with hay with which I had provided him.

So we set off, accompanied by Shady’s greyhound bitch, to find a householder who would give us some. There were, besides myself, Billeen, Gily, Daniel, his daughter Louie, who was about ten years old, and the youngest of Shady’s sons—little Eli. I carried our painted-up galvanized carrier and the others each carried a bucket apiece.

We came to a bungalow first.

‘They won’t give you none in there—the———s!’ Louie assured us.

We shivered in the cold of the early morning. Louie tugged at her gold earrings thoughtfully, and her ear lobes stretched frighteningly.

‘I’ll try—just in case’, I replied.

The others hung about near the gate waiting to see how I fared. I knocked on the back door, and a fat middle-aged man with a Yorkshire accent opened it. His flabby face, under a whiff of grey hair, shook with annoyance.

♦

‘You’ll not get any water here!’ he exclaimed, clutching at his navy-blue elastic braces with a stubby white hand. ‘I’ll not have you keep cooming round here bothering us—and if any of you coom here again I shall send for the police!’ And he slammed the door shut.

I knocked on it again. He opened it quickly and glared at me.

‘Thank you’, I said.

And the door was slammed again. He appeared a few seconds later behind the net curtains at the window beside the door. I mouthed a few obscenities at him, pretended to pick up a stone and throw it through the window, and rejoined the others at the gate.

‘Let’s go down to the cross—that mush’ll give us some there’, suggested the small boy, Eli.

We reached the ‘cross’—the cross-roads—and found a larger and better-looking house set back some little distance from the road, and we trailed in a motley line up the gravel pathway to the back door. As I was the eldest I felt it my duty to knock. The door was opened by a tall, distinguished man in expensive dark flannels and suede boots, with a silk scarf turned over into his shirt.

I made the request and he ushered us all inside the scullery very amiably.

‘Here’s the Water Board, my dear,’ he called to his wife, who did not appear. We filled our buckets in turn from the tap, the others making over-flattering remarks about the house and garden the while, for the benefit of the man and the unseen lady. We had all filled our assorted vessels at length and thanked him profusely.

‘Wouldn’t care to buy a few logs, sir, I suppose?’ inquired Daniel respectfully.

The man politely declined.

‘I wonder, if you won’t mind me asking,’ I began hesitantly, ‘if you happen to have an old coat or scarf lying about that are too old for you to wear?’ I looked at him hopefully.

‘Well, I———‘he said, a little taken aback. We all gazed at him solemnly.

‘Wait there, one moment, and I’ll see what I can find.’

The others winked at me—their looks showing they hoped I would be lucky.

He returned after a minute or so carrying an aged but obviously well-tailored check jacket and a red-patterned silk scarf.

‘How’s that?—you’re welcome to these.’ He handed them to me, smiling.

I thanked him very gratefully, for I would rather wear garments which have once been of high quality, even though they are ragged and dirty, than brand-new cheap and inferior clothes.

‘Wish you luck, sir,’ added Louie for good measure, and we shuffled one-sidedly off down the drive, the water slopping spasmodically from the buckets.

‘You wuz born under a lucky star, mush —I’ll gie you half a bar fer the ole shuvvler an’ diklo!’ remarked Daniel, grinning.

I put on the new coat, and threw the old tattered one I had been wearing over the hedge of the Yorkshireman’s mean-neat characterless front garden as we passed. He banged on the window pane and gesticulated angrily.

‘Goooooaaaaan, Wide-eyes!’ shouted Billeen, and roared with laughter.

‘That ole mush makes me feel bad’, said Gily.

‘I wuz gonna hit him t’other day—I didn’t like wot he said’, remarked little Eli, the smallest boy, casually.

♦

After we had returned to the wagons, filled the kettles, and had tea and some fried breakfast, much argument ensued between Shady and his sons—especially Daniel and Merly, the two married ones—about whether to move on or not. We decided to try to have another day in the same stopping-place and move on the next day. It was Saturday, and that is not a day on which travellers like to move if it can be avoided. Some travellers also hate to move on Sundays, affecting to consider it bad luck to do so. The women, after watering-down and braiding their hair, set off ‘calling’, with their hawking-baskets filled with artificial flowers which the men had made the day before. Except for poor Leander, whose husband, Merly, would not make the shaved elder-wood flowers—which are dipped in various coloured dyes so that they resemble chrysanthemums—so that she had been forced, as usual, to sit by a guttering candle in the dark evening fashioning crude blooms from crepe paper, wired on twigs of green privet which had to be removed from some suburban hedgerow. The wooden chrysanthemum-like flowers are, to the best of my knowledge, purely a travellers’ craft; whilst almost anyone, of course, can make the crepe-paper variety. Hence the wooden ones are better sellers and command a far higher price, besides being cheaper to make—the only outlay being for the coloured dyes.

The women would be unlikely to return before three or four o’clock in the afternoon, and the men and children, as usual, resigned themselves to the long wait—unless, of course, the police arrived in the meantime and forced a move upon us, which quite frequently happens.

Merly was a little grieved because the battery of his portable radio—the only wireless amongst us all—had failed.

‘Now we cain’t listen to Housewives’ Favourites—f…good tunes they always plays on that!’ he asserted.

The others agreed, and all were disappointed at the failure of Merly’s smoke-yellowed receiver.

It has always seemed ironical to me that of all programmes ‘Housewives’ Choice’ should be held in such esteem by wagon-travellers!

‘You gits the bestest music on the Radio Luckybird, I reckons’, insisted little Eli.

The others rocked and shouted with laughter.

‘Gooooaaaaaan, Gunner!’ called Billeen, roaring with mirth, his long black matt hair hanging over his ears and into his eyes, giving him a charming, if alarming, appearance.

‘O dordi! Radio Luckybird!’ laughed Merly.

‘Goo on, nonny!’ coughed Old Shady.

The small boy, Eli, being the youngest of fifteen children, was often the butt of the others, but none the less he did not seem to suffer by it at all; in fact he was rather glad to be so often the centre of attention.

‘That boy’ll never starve!’ his mother would often say of him.

‘Well, I’m a-goin’ out, arter I’ve had me a shave, an’ see if I can find out a gramophone so’s we can have a bit o’ music-playin’, announced Noah, the second oldest son, who, despite his years, was not yet married.

He climbed up into the small rod-bowed, canvas-covered market-cart—too low to stand upright in—that served as a wagon for him and two or three of the younger brothers, to search for his razor which, after much scrabbling about and shouting, he eventually found under the bedding.

However, his problems were not ended there, for having discovered an old condensed-milk tin and filled it with hot water he was then unable to find the soap.

‘Who’s made away wi’ the soap?’ he shouted out of the wagon.

Nobody answered, so he jumped down and searched about round the fire for it, growing angrier and angrier. He eventually detected a piece of greyish washing-soap in the ashes.

‘You narrow-jawed show-teeth’, he shouted at little Eli, who had been laughing at his searchings.’ I’ll kick you in the back an’ jam you up that tree!’

Unabashed, the small boy continued to rock with laughter and derision.

‘God blind me two eyes! I shall beat yer ears off in a minute—you mule-faced dinilo! Definite sure I will!’

However, after much further cursing and scraping Noah eventually completed his shaving and, after running a comb filled with water through his jet-black, hand-cut hair, he mounted his aged bicycle and left.

Beshlie decided to spend the morning cleaning up the old lamps I had brought back so that they would fetch a better price when we want to sell them, for it is surprising how a little work on a thing will greatly increase its value.

By about eleven most of the early morning frost had disappeared and a bright weak sun played down upon us, greatly comforting us all.

We had allowed the fires to die down, though a great warmth was still being thrown out by the red-hot embers.

Gily and Billeen went down the lane and moved our respective horses still farther along it, until the nearest horse was probably at least half a mile from the wagons. They stood with their backs to the sun enjoying it, with the great pleasure which a bright sunny day in midwinter always affords.

Daniel sauntered up to our fire and I knew he had some idea in his mind.

‘Wot about us two driving the pony down to the town an’ havin’ us a drop o’ beer, mush?’ he suggested. ‘Tis Saturday, look, an’ I ‘spect there’ll be a main few travellers down there in the public—then if we sees me mother an’ the ‘omans we can fetch ‘em back on the trolley, don’t you know. Is you comin’?’

I glanced at Beshlie, whose expression showed me that she had no objection, and thus I could see no reason for my not accepting.

‘‘Us better’n just layin’ about yere all day, ain’t it, mush?’ he added.

Daniel went and fetched his small coloured pony, and once he had returned with her it was only minutes before he had her harnessed up and backed into the shafts of the small yellow-and-red ‘Yorkshire trolley’, which had one shaft mended with wire and a strip of iron in a very haphazard fashion.

He allowed his small daughter Janie, who was about six years old with long plaits and gold earrings and huge black eyes, to climb up also—on the understanding that she would put on some shoes: for despite the winter cold the little children of travellers almost invariably prefer to go barefoot, and it is with the greatest difficulty that they can be persuaded to wear shoes. (And indeed in no other age than this would the persuasion be thought necessary!) His smaller son and the baby were left behind in the care of his eldest daughter, Louie—all of whom were much distressed and annoyed at being deprived of the excitement of coming with us on the trolley, as indeed were all the others, with the exception of Beshlie and Old Shady, who both, for very different reasons, had no particular wish to go to the ‘public’.

Daniel’s coloured pony was a very fine little animal, dead quiet, yet full of energy and speed. Before Daniel had acquired her I had seen her change hands amongst travellers for sums greatly in excess of fifty pounds, which is high for a traveller to pay for a small pony. I had myself tried on several occasions to buy her but had never succeeded in making Daniel descend to a reasonable price—for which, in truth, I could not blame him. I jumped up onto the tiny trolley and Daniel swung himself up on his side, cracked his whip, and the pony jumped forward and sped out towards the main road, Daniel keeping the pace at full trot, regardless of the bumps and jolts.

‘Hold tight, my baby, mind the routs!’ he shouted to his daughter, who grinned with pleasure.

Old Shady—delightful in silhouette, his face nearly obscured by his flop-hat—and the others stood by the wagons watching us go, and the cries of distress and rage from the other children at being left behind wafted across the green to us as we bumped out onto the main road.

Daniel drove in the usual rather reckless manner of a traveller, with a fine air of abandon and disregard, handing me the reins now and again as he rolled himself a cigarette or relit one as it went out, in the way that loosely rolled ones are apt to do. The pony, under his hands, would hurtle forward into a gallop, be drawn back into a speeding trot, then driven into a gallop again, so that her progress was one of spasmodically different hoof-beats: it is the differing tempo of hoof-beats which often tells the experienced listener, when he can hear but not see a horse-drawn vehicle on the roads, whether or not it is a traveller’s equipage.

We had no more than three miles to go to reach the small market town wherein we hoped to meet some other travellers and obtain some liquid refreshment. We arrived on the outskirts of the town within a quarter of an hour or so without any undue danger, since the roads were flat and not too slippery and the motor traffic had been light. Just before the main town itself, however, there was a sharp slope downwards which, to my concern, Daniel negotiated at full trot until the surface became so glassy and well worn that the pony was slipping and skidding uncontrollably. He did not bother to apply the wheel-brake so that the traces could have been tautened and the pony would then not have had to ‘hold back’ the trolley, but he assured me that the pony would never slip down, being wise to road surfaces. In fact, of course, I realized he was merely showing off to me so that I could see what a good pony she was: which was true—and thus he hoped that I would greatly increase my previous bids for her. None the less I was a little relieved when the descent was completed, and we turned into the yard behind the small public house wherein we intended to drink. It was the only public house, out of seven in the small town, which would serve travelling people—and even there the landlady was never enthusiastic in her reception.

No other ponies or horse-drawn vehicles were in the yard, though an old lorry, hand-painted maroon and yellow, obviously belonging to travellers, stood there. Daniel’s father, Old Shady, had often told me how he could remember the yard there being filled with horses and carts of all descriptions before the last war, and during it. Nowadays, strangely enough, one sees more horse-drawn vehicles in large towns and cities, used by brewery firms and other tradesmen, than in the smaller towns or villages in the country where—with the exception of those used by travellers—scarcely a horse is used on the roads, in southwestern England anyway.

We tied the pony to a hook on the wall and walked round and sat on the pavement in front of the public house in the sun for a few minutes in order to regather our wits, resting our backs against the black-and-cream wall. Occasionally passers-by would glance down curiously at us, or stumble over our feet. Suddenly, from nowhere, Charlotte and Jobi appeared and sat down beside us, Charlotte’s calling-basket already piled high with white bread, tinned milk, cheap bacon in lumps, sugar, and potatoes. The talk was constricted, eluding subjects outside our own small world.

‘How’s Ellen?’ asked Charlotte mournfully, referring to a cousin of Daniel’s.

‘Well, Aint Charlotte, she’m still bad—wusser in fact’, replied Daniel, the hand of doom laying heavily upon his speech. ’

‘Tis the wustest thing in the world when yer dear eyes goes, ain’t it? She had like bits o’ metal an’ dust into ‘em an’ she kept on a-rubbin’ at ‘em, ‘cos they wuz aggravat-in’ her terrible, an’ then she went blind. Ar, stone-blind—an’ they has to lead her about like a dog!’

Oily and Queenation appeared suddenly round the corner and stopped on seeing us, a mixture of pleasure and suspicion on their faces. Their ill-fitting clothes hung in odd silhouette about their persons, still carrying the shapes of the previous owners. Queenation’s basket was also filled with provisions, and Oily was carrying a sack over one shoulder with still more food in it. They were matt, untidy, dark, and colourful: their attire an arresting medley of conflicting styles and colours.

Oily rolled a thin cigarette from one corner of his mouth to the other and, raising his arched eyebrows under his cap-peak, grinned down at us.

‘How’re you gittin’ on?’ he asked.

‘Ain’t too bad, my ole brother’, replied Jobi. ‘I’ve a-bin on the beer-drinkin’ fer the last week an’ I ain’ta touched no more’n a crust o’ bread to eat fer all that time—no meat nor nothin’—ain’t that right, Charlotte?’

‘O dordi!’ grinned Charlotte, his wife, her little eyes almost disappearing in her crushed-down features as she smiled. ‘That’s the truth wot he’m a-saying, brother—very nigh killed ourselves wi’ the beer, we did!’

‘Well, I don’t know about yous’, laughed Oily, ‘but I’m a-goin’ to have me a drink now. Jes’ one ‘cos we gotta git back, don’t you know. Is you comin’ in fer one?’

We accepted the invitation with a mixture of shame-facedness and amusement, and we hauled ourselves from the pavement to our feet and shuffled into the public bar. It was a quarter to twelve, I noticed, by the clock inside.

The bar was brown and black and rather ill lit. ‘No Spitting’ and ‘Gambling Not Allowed’ notices were prominently displayed.

Oily called for drinks all round, and tossed a crumpled pound note onto the bar. ‘Last one I’ve a-got in the world’, he grinned.

And I found myself with a pint of black beer in front of me.

It is a curious coincidence that whenever two or three travellers gather in a public house it is certain that, as if guided by instinct, others will come there and swell the numbers.

And indeed we had not been drinking for more than a quarter of an hour before a shabby figure dressed in an aged black suit and yellowed straw hat shambled in. His face was long, lined, and withered, and his eyes were misted over. It was Lonesome Black; he was carrying a small piece of sacking in which was wrapped a single hone. He had been going round from door to door sharpening scissors and knives.

We greeted him with some amusement and Jobi bought him a drink. He was a traveller who moved no more. He had a ‘settle-down place’ in which to live.

Lonesome sat down on the bench beside Jobi and myself and complained of his ill luck that morning.

‘I called ‘twinxt forty an’ fifty kenners this mornin’ an’ on’y sharpened one pair o’ siddors’, he told us sadly. He paused for effect and continued:

‘Ar, on’y jest the one job, I got—an’ that wuz at a big gentries house. I goes to the door, see, and I sees the lady an’ putches her, see. No fankyew, she sez—real high-class she wuz, very nigh choked herself when she spoke, don’t you know—an’ she sez she gits the gardener to do ‘em. Lady, I sez, there ain’t no gardener as can sharpen siddors. That’s’ true, ain’t it, Jobi?’

‘That’s quite right, brother’, agreed Jobi.

‘‘Well, I tell you wot I’ll do, lady,’ I sez. ‘Iffen you’ll gie me a pair o’ siddors an’ I don’t sharpen ‘em better’n the gardener then I do everyfink you’ve a-got in the house fer nothin’!’’ He paused for a moment, inhaling at his cigarette, his face relaxing slightly.

‘Well, anyways, she gid me the siddors an’ I done ‘em. Very pleased she wuz wi’ ‘em too, so she axes me into the back kitchen, don’t you know, an’ tells the gal wot wuz workin’ in there that I wuz to be gid some fried bacon an’ tea: anyfink I wanted I could a-had, mush, the best in the house. An’ I et all I wuz give—an’ that’s the fust food as I’ve had fer these last three weeks, an’ God strike me dead iffen that ain’t the truth!’

He slapped his knee in emphasis and his narrow yellow face was drawn and tired.

‘Cos I’ll tell you why’, he explained. ‘I’ve a-bin on the beer now fer the last three weeks—an’ you knows wot it’s like then, brother—you don’t want no cooked grub, do you?’

We agreed gravely and Charlotte added comfortingly: ‘Then you’m so bad as wot we is, brother!’

Lonesome brightened up a little.

‘I tell you wot, Oily,’ he shouted, holding out the hone, ‘I’m a-thinkin’ about sellin’ up me business—if you’m hinterested…’

‘My bloody Saviour!’ ejaculated Oily, laughing.

‘Ar,’ continued Lonesome, pulling his straw hat down over his eyes, ‘an’ it’s a business wot covers three—no, four—counties. An’ there’s me good name goes wi’ it too!’

‘Well, that’s wuth fifty bars fer a start, mate!’ shouted little Charlotte.

We all laughed delightedly, and Lonesome called for another round.

The landlady served the drinks wordlessly, a sour expression hovering around her straight mouth: she did not like travellers much.

Hardly had we lifted our glasses to our lips when three others strode in. They too were from a place of their own, no longer travelling, and had the confidence which goes with that situation. There were little, darting, sharp-featured, thick-set, grey-headed Lijah, and his son Liberty. The latter was clad in a brand-new Americanized spotted ‘draped’ suit and a floral shirt of the kind known as ‘Palm Beach’. His hair was blond, long, and in tight curls: he was a fly-boy, anyone could see that.

‘O dordi! Dik akai!’ shouted Charlotte, and relapsed into a fit of laughter and thick coughing, whilst the rest of us waved our glasses and grinned.

Lijah was full of self-confidence, and called for drinks for himself and the other two. He was in an old tired-looking blue suit, frayed and shiny, wearing no tie with his dirty shirt; his shoes were run-down and he had not shaved. I liked the look of him.

‘How are you gettin’ on, my son?’ he called to me.

I replied that I was all the better for seeing him, and his wide features cracked into a huge grin.

His son Liberty called for a double whisky, which his father unhesitatingly bought him. Pincher contented himself with a large brown, his tiny black eyes darting over us and all about the bar. He too was ‘fly as a kite’—and quarrelsome as a terrier if provoked.

‘Well, an’ how’re you gittin’ on, Rosie?’ asked Lijah, his glance settling on the squat figure of Charlotte.

‘I ain’t too bad, my uncle. How’s yerself mate?’ she replied, smiling broadly.

‘Ar, you can smile’, remarked Lijah in his deep, round, unforgettable voice. ‘You jes’ puts me in mind o’ my Rosie wot I got back home’, he continued sentimentally. ‘An’ that’s one o’ the quietest ‘omans in the world—an’ one o’ the bestest ‘omans in the world. I tell you wot, she’m a dead-quiet ‘oman—‘less’n you upsets her, o’ course. Cah! Iffen you upsets her then there ain’t no man could hold her—she’d beat un to death! Ain’t that right, my son?’

‘Sure it is’, said Liberty, mechanically agreeing, his long dark eyes narrowed against the smoke from an expensive cigarette which he was smoking.

‘Oily! Oily! Gie me the baccy, Oily!’ called Queenation, her voice harsh, and deep as Liberty’s.

Oily passed her a small pocket-shined tin and some cigarette papers, and she quickly rolled herself a thin cigarette from the black tobacco, and passed on the tin and papers to Mary Jaynett, who equally speedily followed her example.

‘Cah! Jes’ look at they dee-little fags wot they two have gid theirselves’, laughed Oily derisively. Adding with a wink: ‘You two’ll be had up in court fer starving they fags!’

Uproar greeted this remark and the landlady glanced nervously towards the clock. There was an hour before ‘turning-out time’.

‘Well, lady, we gotta say somethin’, ain’t us? Wot’s life wi’out a laugh an’ a joke?’ said Lijah, noticing her disapproving scowl. She turned away without answering and Lijah pulled a face at his son and Pincher, and they winked back.

There seemed to be a lot of bottles on the bar and we filled our glasses, the atmosphere ripening.

‘I can sing an’ I can dance an’ I can git drunk!’ announced Lijah somewhat surprisingly. ‘But there’s one thing, Rosie, as my dear wife, cain’t abear me to do—an’ that’s card-playin’! Card-playin’ she cain’t abear. I remembers, not so long ago, when I wuz yarnin’ twenty pounds a week. Well, I used to gie her twelve, an’ the rest I’d a-spend on card-playin’—every penny on it. Well, you’d a-thought as she wouldn’t a-cared wot I’d a-done wi’ my few pounds, wouldn’t you? Well, Rosie, that waren’t her way. Do you know—an’ this is the God A’mighty’s truth wot I’m a-tellin’ you now, or may I never see my childrens alive no more—she went an’ tole the policemens about it an’ had me up into the court!’ He hesitated for dramatic effect, his face serious, his eyes wide and black. ‘Twice she had me up in that court. An’ she sez to the Judge: ‘Sir!’ she sez, ‘I don’t mind wot he does so long as you stops him a-card-playin’ &lsquocos that’s one o’ the unbelievingest things in this world fer a man to do.’ Made me feel bad it did to hear her a-carryin’ on like it. Yet, you know wot, she’m the finest ‘oman in the world—an’ there’s only jest that one funny spitefulness into her. An’ if I wuz real bad or anythin’ she’d look arter me better’n any gentry person, like. Wouldn’t let the wind blow on me, she wouldn’t…Well, see, I’ve a-got a good ‘preshayshun fer her, don’t you know, Rosie?’

A silence had fallen upon us all during this recitation of marital and domestic bliss; and I sank my nose into the pint pot.

I knew Lijah to be a fine step-dancer and singer so I was not at all surprised to hear him suddenly break into song. We quietened respectfully for him. Unfortunately, however, he was not in an old–fashioned mood and hence his songs were mostly, for some reason, George Formby character-numbers; though, as he became more livened up, he moved on to his own peculiar version of Rock ‘n’ roll, in which he was joined by Liberty—and to which form of music they had evolved their own special footwork which was highly accomplished and intriguing to watch. As is always the case when travellers are singing in public we remained serious faced until the end of each song, when we would voice our applause and praise loudly and enthusiastically.

‘Cah! He’m a good singer, though, ain’t he—the ole, mush?’ enthused Jobi and Oily to me.

‘He’m an old-timer!’ shouted Charlotte.

‘Another double whisky, lady!’ called Liberty.

‘Makes me feel bad to see that boy a-keep on a-drinkin’ they’, muttered Mary Jaynett to Queenation.

I bought them a drink apiece and they seemed a little happier.

There was a slight lapse in conversation and Lonesome pushed back his straw hat and rose to his feet.

‘Orders! Orders now! Orders, please!’ shouted several voices. ‘Orders fer Lonesome!’

Lonesome swayed unsteadily on his feet, his eyes glazed and on a fixed-point high up on the opposite wall. He commenced his excellent rendering of the old music-hall song which he was pleased to call: ‘I’m looking for a straight banana!’ The obscene undertones of his version always provoked the greatest flow of mirth and approval from his audiences. His timing and delivery were flawless, including his dramatic pause in the middle, which he always managed with the greatest aplomb.

He performed it with his usual brilliance and sank back at its conclusion onto the hard bench, with a sigh and a grin at the wave of approval which it brought him from the rest of us. Even dour little Pincher was sufficiently moved to give us a good step-dance, in which he was accompanied with a fine example of old–fashioned ‘mouth music’ by Liberty. This last was almost too much for the landlady, who seemed quite unable to appreciate the beauty of the dance or the excellence of any of the performances.

‘That’s enough! That’s enough of that!’ she repeated, her face growing taut with anger and disapproval, and she withdrew to the other bar for solace and moral support from her non-traveller patrons in that room, whose white and pallidly uninteresting faces could be seen, every so often, peering round the doorway which divided the bars.

It seemed that the last few minutes before closing-time had passed in a flash. The landlady was calling ‘Time! Time!’ and several minutes passed in which we did not move, though Lonesome attempted another song without success—relapsing, maudlin and limp, after about half a verse.

This appeared to outrage the landlady still further and she redoubled her efforts to rid herself of our presence.

‘Come along, now! Outside, I say! If you aren’t outside in two minutes I shall send for the police. Come on! Outside, please!’

This was taken as a direct invitation to go, so we did. And suddenly we were all outside, blinking in the vivid sunshine, dizzy and heads heavy and awhirl. Lijah and his son and Pincher boarded their old lorry, the rest of us endeavouring to sort ourselves out and decide who would go back with whom and where…

When we finally clambered up on to the trolley behind the public house, with Oily and Queenation as passengers, we had still not settled whether they should come back for the afternoon with us to our stopping-place or whether we should go back with them.

At such times one must, like the nice girl of Portsmouth, consider all propositions very carefully.

SIX

Frogs and Toads Forest

I awoke on Sunday morning, not without a legacy of debility left me by the previous day’s drinking exertions.

A sight of Daniel in the morning light, however, was sufficient to enable me to see that his state was no better than my own, nay worse: his face was greyish yellow, and he was mournful of expression. Rosie did not seem to have forgiven him, and they had rowed and shouted at one another far into the night after his return with me at dusk, culminating in his smashing the whole front of their wagon out with a hammer and throwing it in pieces onto the fire, so that Rosie had had to fling an old piece of torn canvas sheet over the gaping front to keep the cold night air out as best she could. Travellers, like Victorians, are deeply suspicious of nocturnal atmosphere and invariably fasten and close the fronts and the windows of their wagons at night, even in the heat of summer. Even those who sleep in bender-tents on the ground do their best to fasten the mouth-piece together at night with pins, nails, or even thorns.

‘I beat me wagon all to pieces last night, mush’, observed Daniel rather unnecessarily, glancing sheepishly at the battered van. ‘I shall have me a new front put in when we gets near a big town where there’s a man as can do it properly. I think I shall get a bit o’ pressed cardboard to be goin’ on wi’, though. That’d be all right, wouldn’t it?’

The rest of the travellers surveyed the beaten-in front of the wagon with mixed looks but they did not say much about it, for they were wise enough to know that it was a matter which Rosie and Daniel must settle between themselves.

It is not uncommon for travelling men to do such damage to the wagons when they are drunk, provoked, or otherwise annoyed; whilst the women will sometimes take a knife and cut up a set of harness, turn the horses loose, or break all the crockery—and occasionally, under great stress, refuse to speak to their husbands for several days. All are old established customs and most travellers are aware of their pattern, having seen their own parents doing the same things when they were children.

Apparently the farmer who owned the neighbouring’ fields had come round in my absence the day before and demanded that we move on the Sunday, threatening to send for the police and have us all summonsed if we did not go then. It was decided that we had best move.

A long and endless argument concerning where we should go ensued between the older members of the families, and continued whilst the horses were fetched, harnessed up, and backed into the shafts of the wagons and trolleys. Even then it did not end, and the horses, all used to such behaviour—having mostly been long in travellers’ hands—stood patiently and unmoving in the shafts, whilst the smaller children played and screamed in the wagons.

A complete impasse was reached because we all wished to go in different directions, but did not really want to split up if it could be avoided. Old Shady was loudly declaring that he did not care where he went, yet at the same time putting forth strong objections against any of the places suggested! Daniel, Merly, and I all wanted to go into different parts—the younger boys having no say in the matter, nor the women very much either. Eventually, however, Merly and I agreed on one place—Frogs and Toads Forest. Daniel refused point-blank to go there, and Old Shady did not seem anxious to either.

‘You won’t git five minutes there, brothers, in that misicle ole place’, he assured us.’ The gavvers’ll be round us like flies.’

‘You can say that about anywheres, Sheddy—they allus comes, don’t ‘em?’ pointed out Merly logically.

‘It’s a good place for the horses on the green’, I mentioned.

‘Well, I shouldn’t go there—not if you wuz to put five pounds in me hand this minute! I’m goin’ back down Somerset ways, not in that bloody f…place where you got four miles to go fer a bit o’ baccy or a drop o’ beer!’ exclaimed Daniel, spitting with disgust.

‘My bloody God! Just listen to that man!’ shouted Rosie angrily. ‘On about the beer agen! That’s all he thinks about—his own guts an’ the next public! He wants his brains beaten in wi’ the kittle-iron!’

‘Why don’t you bide quiet—you makes me feel f…bad—‘twouldn’t be no trouble fer me to knock you down if you keeps on like that!’ retorted Daniel.

‘Let un bide, gal’, shouted Old Kizzy, her eyes fierce and running under her wild orange hair, unable to restrain herself from defending her son. ‘A man gotta have his drop o’ beer when he wants it, ain’t he? Why, iffen you’d had to put up wi’ wot I’ve a-done you’d wish you wuz dead an’ buried!’

‘I cain’t help that, my Aint Kizzy’, said the girl, looking distressed. ‘Look wot he’ve a-done to a wagon wot wuz wuth a hundred pounds—an’ now it ain’t wuth tuppence ha’penny! Why, he’d chor me baby’s feet iffen he could git any money for ‘em—just to spend on beer!’

‘Let’s go up onto Lye Common’, suggested Noah.

‘Wot! Lye Common! You wouldn’t git time to unhatch there, boy!’ shouted several of the others in derision.

‘Well, I’m sick o’ this ole country—I’m a-goin’ to Hens an’ Chicks Lane tonight, then on to Sow’s Leap to-morry, an’ down into Somerset’, announced Daniel determinedly. Adding: ‘Wotsever the good o’ me bidin’ on wi’ yous—there’s too many on us, we shain’t git a pull-in anywheres!’

‘Goo on then, you ole Jesse!’ called Merly disgustedly.

‘Cain’t none o’ you make yer minds up?’ shouted Old Shady. ‘My dear boys, ‘twill be dead o’night afore we gits to the next place.’

‘I’m going on to Frogs an’ Toads Forest, so’s Merly. Are you coming, Sheddy?’ I said.

Old Shady and Daniel engaged in a muttered conversation together and still seemed unable to reach any agreement.

‘You comin’ on then, mush?’ asked Merly, who was at his horse’s head, his wife Leander driving a small pony and tub-cart behind the wagon.

I signalled that I was ready, and Merly’s blue-and-yellow lot jolted forward, his little Welsh cob a bit quick at starting, followed by Leander and the pony. I wanted them in front as pacemakers, for our cob was a little slow when walking unless there was another wagon or suchlike ahead of him to encourage him to keep up. We lurched out across the green and on to the road, a passing motor-car slowing with squealing brakes as one of the greyhounds ran out in the road almost under its wheels. Noah and the younger brothers and their tiny open-lot were behind us. When we had all drawn out on to the hard road we halted in a line to wait for the other two lots to make up their minds. After a minute or two Old Shady’s rough old red-and-yellow came on, pitching and tossing like a ship in a storm, his aged heavy mare steady and sure. It appeared, however, that Daniel was going his own way, for the wagon, followed by the pony and trolley in the charge of his daughter Louie, swung out and away in the opposite direction to us. He was keeping to his word.

The boy Gily, who was walking beside me, remarked: ‘Once that man’ve got a thing into his brains you cain’t shift it!’ He squinted, and added of his sister-in-law: ‘Still I don’t like that ‘oman—she makes him feel bad!’

And so we wound away down the main road, rattling, swaying, scraping, and jarring on the smooth tarmac, singing and whistling various tunes as we went. As always we were all filled with optimism and excitement—even the old people—at being on the move again. All Romanies, no matter what their status, are exalted when actually on the road. It has been written that contemporary wagon-travellers would not move at all if they were not compelled to do so: that is just not so, as anyone who has travelled with horses and wagons and knows wagon travellers will realize. No travellers like being perpetually forced and harried into moving—but none the less all like to be nomadic and change their surroundings frequently. Indeed, on countless occasions we and other travellers have moved on of our own accord from stopping-places. The sad thing is that nowadays moving with horse-drawn wagons—which are, after all, one’s entire home—is no longer so much a pleasure as a harrowing, frightening strain caused by the number of motor-vehicles and their consequent dangers.

As it was Sunday there were more private cars than commercial vehicles on the roads, and as they sped past our long winding caravan of slow-moving traffic the white faces of their occupants would swivel in our direction, looks of pleasure or hostility on their countenances. Once a large new lorry shot by, its horn blaring once or twice, and its passengers waving vigorously and shouting greetings: one traveller knows every traveller!

Gradually we came to the end of the main-road stretch of our journey, and we took the left fork, down a by-road. Beshlie and I had often made this same journey, both by ourselves and with those other travellers on whose route it was, and so we were familiar with the roads, which afforded us some peace of mind.

Suddenly we had to stop to avoid running into the back of Merly’s trolley, for it had halted without warning—other than a brief cry from Leander—as three of the Old English Gamebirds had escaped from the box on the back axle of their wagon and fluttered squawking into the hedgerow. However, Gily and Billeen and little Eli leapt after them, hurling themselves carelessly into the hedge and each emerging carrying a bird by its legs, whereupon they were replaced in the box and the door secured with wire and string.

Old Shady, who had had his wagon horse for twelve years, rode on the footboard of his wagon, dozing, not even bothering to hold the reins, leaving his experienced horse to follow the wagons ahead and pick his own road. But Merly and I—neither of whom had owned our respective horses for long—preferred to walk beside them at their heads, ready and wary to discover any ‘dodge’ in them that we did not already know about.

Indeed, I think that almost every horse—and certainly every traveller’s horse—has some ‘dodge’ or peculiarity of its own, serious or not: it is partly that which gives a horse its personality. We once owned a black wagon-mare who would on no account start off at all in a wagon unless she was drawn round in a half-circle so that the whole wagon faced in the opposite direction! This was frequently a great nuisance, especially in very narrow lanes where there was not room enough to negotiate the about-face without grave danger of having the whole turnout in the ditch. We did not keep that horse for very long—although it was about six weeks before I managed to pass it along. One of the worst faults a traveller’s horse can have is to ‘jib’ on hills, and I recollect with horror occasions when I have been forced to turn a wagon round on steep gradients and return to the bottom, whilst on the turn the whole thing seemed to be in the utmost danger of tipping over, and having to retrace our steps to seek an alternative route.

Passing along the quiet country lanes was a pleasure after the main road, and we relaxed somewhat as we neared our destination, which was a thick estate-owned woodland, with a wide boggy green to one side of it on which the horses could readily pick a living.

As we passed through a wooded stretch, some two or three hundred yards before the place where we intended to pull off, I noticed a man cutting wood in a copse, and he stared hard at us as we rumbled and rattled by. And indeed, as we halted by the clearing on the roadside where we intended to draw in he hastened up behind us shouting:

‘Go on! Go on! you can’t stop there! I shall fetch the police to you if you stop there, and we’ll pull you out with tractors!’

‘Bloody God! It’s that f…keeper, mush, wot me Uncle Sam was on about’, muttered Merly.

‘We on’y want just the one night, please, sir—on’y just the one night, sir…’ began Old Shady respectfully and cajolingly.

‘No! Out of it! You’re not stopping in there—these woods are private!’ shouted the keeper, a nondescript man in cap and cheap tweed, of about thirty-five or thereabouts.

I looked at him and decided to have a try.

‘Good morning’, I said. ‘Now listen, please! We’ve come a long way—it must be ten or twelve miles. We’re tired, and the horses are tired—in fact we’re all bloody dead-tired and we can’t go on any farther today. Let us stop here for today and we’ll be away tomorrow and no trouble to I anyone———’

‘Sorry! No! You’ll have to go on!’ he interrupted firmly.

‘Well, where to?’ I asked sarcastically.

‘That’s your affair, not mine’, he retorted, which annoyed me somewhat.

‘Well, I’ll tell you this: I’m not going! I’m stopping he today and tonight and you can do what you like about it.’ said I heatedly, for he had upset me.

He looked at me with some astonishment and faltered slightly, to my surprise, then grudgingly agreed to postpone reporting our presence to the estate office until the next morning. He stressed that he would be sure to report it then and that we had best make away early or we should undoubtedly be summonsed by the estate manager, who would complain to the police.

‘An’ God bless you! An’ thank you, sir!’ said Old Kizzy. Adding, rather obviously, in a loud stage whisper: ‘A nice gennaman that is! An’ mind we don’t leave no mess nor nothing, like some on ‘em does.’

‘You spoke well there, my son’, remarked Old Shady, admiringly to me. ‘You got us the day yere—you knows the way to talk to ‘em, mush.’

The others nodded and grinned in agreement, and we backed the wagons into the clearing alongside one another, and the trolleys on the other side of the road on the narrow verge.

Whilst I was unharnessing Moocher, Beshlie soon gathered up some wood, for there was plenty lying about in the forest, and started the fire—the others doing the same, though with more speed, their numbers being greater. In the wagon-travellers’ life it is very true that ‘many hands make light work’.

Merly and I and two or three of the boys led the horses down the road and turned them loose on the boggy grass, knowing they would all stick together and not wander far from the lush grazing.

It was that piece of bog and marsh which had caused the name Frogs and Toads Forest to be given to that stopping- place, for large numbers of those creatures were supposed to abound thereabouts in the early summer.

Noah had made good his prophecy that he would find a gramophone the previous day. He had, in fact, monged a very fine old brass-horned one of the earliest type, which despite its age was of excellent volume—the criterion by which travellers judge almost any music-producing instruments.

They had not many records, though little Eli suggested that we should go to a large rubbish-tip—not far away—where there would sure to be many lying just for the picking up.

‘There’s thousands of everythink up on the dump’, he asserted optimistically.

The few records in their possession at that moment were all of the ‘Western’ variety.


‘…I’ve gotta lotta lovin’ to give my baby,

she’s my bes’ gal now, an’…’



And the agreeable, if incongruous, transatlantic voice rang out through the forest on the Sabbath morning.


‘…my ypsy Gypsy love is…’



‘O dordi! Hark! Wot’s that about the gypsies?’ shouted Billeen and little Eli.


‘…gotta lotta lovin’ to give my baby.

Oh, Rooty-tooty! Rooty-tooty!…’



‘O Rooty-tooty tooty-Rooty-tooty! Rooty-tooty!’ shouted Billeen, falling to the ground with laughter, and complete uproar ensued for several minutes: thereafter the evocative phrase ‘Rooty-tooty’ became part of our vocabulary!

‘Where are you now my faithful greyhound dog…’ Old Shady began to sing to himself.

‘O dordi! He wants his rooty-tooty, Kizzy!’ roared Billeen, and the unfortunate old man gave up his song, relapsing into a state of wrath, lying down beside the fire with his hat over his face.

‘Goo on, boy! You brazen Gout-legs!’ screeched Old Kizzy as she tried to fry some lumps of meat.

‘Goo on, Gout-legs!’ repeated several of the boys, and little Eli and Gily flung themselves upon Billeen, the three of them rolling over and over in the mud, delivering thudding blows to one another’s persons without appearing to suffer the least effect other than to increase their amusement.

Their pleasure was short-lived, however, for at that moment a sleek black car drew up silently beside us, for our fires were no more than ten feet from the side of the road, and out climbed a constable-driver and a sergeant, their expressions hard to determine. They moved around us, staring at the wagons and lifting up a sheet or a rack-cover here and there—though not on our wagon as Sam was barking and growling at them from his chain-length beneath it.

The usual procedure commenced, and names and ages were asked for and written down by the constable, the sergeant asking all the questions.

Where had we been? Where were we going? How long had we been there? Did we know it was private property?

For some reason, best known to himself no doubt, the sergeant focused most of his attention on me. He gave me a thorough, searching interrogation indeed—even going back to ask the exact location of my birth—if not of my conception! I objected, somewhat sarcastically, to the personal nature of the questions.

He sneered at me, winking at the constable in an aside, for he was a very unpleasant and unsuitable kind of policeman—of the sort which, fortunately, one does not encounter too often.

‘Listen, my boy,’ he said, in a threatening tone, ‘if you want to be funny with us I’ll have you up in court quicker than you can wink—and I can do it, so don’t forget it! Now I’m going to check up on what you’ve told us, and if there’s one thing wrong about it we’ll be back.’

I was, to say the least of it, surprised by his manner, for I could think of no particular reason for it. Though possibly I had made the mistake of showing my opinion of his overbearing insolence.

As the car pulled swiftly away the others grouped round me, attempting to pacify and reassure me. For not being without a slight guilt-complex I could not help being somewhat worried by the sinister note to the affair.

‘They’m proper f…bastards round yere, mush!’ exclaimed Old Shady. ‘Why, ‘tis yere where they took me poor dead father, an’ gid un free monthses in the stiripen —just fer havin’ his bit o’ fire too near the road.

‘He just put me in mind o’ the gavver who kicked the fire an’ kittle o’ boilin’ water up over me brother Orphie’s wife and dee-little baby a few years back—burnt that dear chile bad it did, an’ she’ve still a-got the scars to this day.’

‘Never mind, my mush, ’ said Merly, ‘we all a-comes into this world wi’ nothin’ an’ we goes out wi’ nothin’!’

I agreed, though I could scarcely see the relevance of the remark just then.

The incident depressed us all momentarily. Not for long, however, for there is too much going on in the traveller’s life for one to dwell on any one matter for any space of time. A little more of ‘Rooty-tooty’, and some fried bread and meat, together with several over-sweet cups of tea, and we were all restored to good humour. Beshlie retired into the wagon, whilst I—at the pressing invitation of little Eli—rode with him on our ancient bicycles the two miles or so to the huge council rubbish-tip to search for a few records. On our arrival at the dump, which was reached by means of a long, winding gravel track, we concealed our bicycles in some bushes and entered the barbed-wire-fenced area of the actual tip, which covered several acres in area. The characteristic odour hung over it, whilst thin but pungent smoke rose in clouds from its surface: a slow-burning, fume-filled fire without flames. The refuse was vaguely divided into different types: mainly old food-cans, bottles and jars, etc., to one side, and more interesting articles on the other. In the grey of the January afternoon the colours of the myriads of decaying wrappers, peeling from the old tins, were dazzling and stark to the eye. We paddled investigatingly into the fringe of the refuse, scanning the multitudinous objects thoughtfully, alert for the interesting find. We were prospectors.

‘I come up yere wi’ me cousin Johnnie an’ we picked up ‘bout ten pounds’ wuth o’ stuff one time—but there’s too many arter it now’, said little Eli, squinting against the acrid smoke and scanning the immediate area with an experienced gaze.

‘Wot about that mirror—shall we take un back?’ he suggested, pointing to a cracked circular looking-glass.

He generously offered it to me, but I did not want it as it was broken, so he flung it a few yards away, where it landed unhurt on an old mattress, and took out his catapult and a round pebble and blasted it to smithereens with a single shot.

He caught my arm suddenly and pointed to a minute dot on the horizon.

‘Look out, mush, there’s the man wot works yere—he’ll send fer the gavver if he finds us yere, so we’ll have to be quick.’

We wandered farther out amidst the decaying relics of human habitations and then, simultaneously, we spotted a heap of old records—many broken—lying a few yards ahead beside the skeleton of an old couch.

‘Quick, mush! Read wot it sez on ‘em an’ see if they’m wuth takin’!’ urged Eli, practical and sensible boy.

I speedily ran my eye over the labels as he handed me each disk, throwing aside those which by their titles I guessed would be unpopular.

‘Where do Flies Go in the Wintertime?’ We would take that. A badly scratched rock ‘n’ roll—we would keep that. A symphony—no good. ‘Thtop that Thtutterin’, Thammy!’—that I could not discard; and a variety of others, many old music-hall songs, until we had about ten each.

The figure on the horizon had grown considerably closer and had evidently seen us, so it would be advisable to go before he came any nearer. We hastened over to the bushes and pulled our bicycles out and mounted, and as I glanced over my shoulder I saw that the man was running towards us, round the edge of the tip.

‘He’m too proud to come through it!’ laughed little Eli, and he mischievously gesticulated and shouted: ‘Goooo-aaaaan!’ as we rode off at speed down the gravel track.

‘I likes it on they dumps, don’t you, mush?’ inquired the small boy. And I agreed—though, privately, I had been on better rubbish-tips than that one, but I did not wish to hurt his feelings by telling him so.

We each dropped a record or two, smashing them on the hard road, as we rode back, and as we came closer to the encampment we could discern the melancholy tones of Hank Williams piercing through the trees towards us.

Little Eli launched himself unselfconsciously into a credible imitation of the singer, keeping excellent time and rhythm.

‘Good singer, ain’t he, mush?’ he remarked.

Curiously enough almost all travellers, especially the men, are excellent singers; and many are highly proficient on the mouth-organ and melodeon. Though, perhaps unfortunately, most of the younger men and women have turned to the modern songs, largely abandoning the folk-songs and Romani ballards of which the older people still have an astounding and unquenchable supply.

We had scarcely had time to try out more than two or three of our new records on our return when a roughly painted blue-and-red lorry pulled up on the road in front of the wagons and out jumped a travelling-man and four children. It was Hoppy-Jim, a traveller of about thirty-five, who had but recently given up wagons and horses in favour of a lorry and an old trailer caravan. He was a hard-faced ‘fly’ man with a scar down one side of his long thin features where he had been kicked by a pony many years earlier. He was rough and ragged, and so were his children (and it was pleasing to see them so), who were handsome and of excellent Romani appearance, the two small girls wearing gold earrings even though they were only four and five years old respectively.

‘How’re you gittin’ on, Uncle Sheddy?’ he said in greeting to the old man, and nodded to the rest of us. He lit a cigarette but did not offer us one.

‘Makin’ plenty o’ money wi’ that new moto, I s’ppose?’ grinned Shady.

‘O my dead Mother! Spendin’ some, my Uncle! Things is tight just now—look at the price tats an’ iron’s fetchin’—ain’t ‘em?

But I knew that Hoppy-Jim would never starve: he was not the kind.

Dressed in an old blue suit, collar and art-silk tie, snap-brimmed hat, and green suede shoes, it was probably only the unlikeliness of such apparel on a lorry-driver that would give the clue he was a traveller.

And whilst he exchanged news with old Shady and the family, and they talked of other travellers with wagons in the area, I lay down by the fire and pondered on the new age of the mechanized Romanies, of whom there are ever-increasing numbers.

SEVEN

Motors and Trailers

There are two distinct standards, or groups, of travellers with motors and trailers—and I am not including those with Romani blood who have infiltrated into the showmen, or fairground people. I am referring to those who are ‘travellers’ in the sense in which I have used the word throughout this book. (And I use it out of respect for those who have chosen to refer to themselves by this term: it would be impolite and incorrect to do otherwise.)

First there are the travellers with motors and trailers who, despite their mechanization, continue to live ‘rough and ready’ with their fires outside on the ground, eating and cooking outdoors in the way of wagon-people. The latter are usually travellers who have not been motorized for very long and have not fully adjusted their way of life to the greater luxury afforded by bottled gas, interior spring mattresses, electric lighting, and suchlike amenities which are possible with a trailer caravan but which are quite unsuited to horse-and-wagon life. Indeed their vans and lorries are usually of very shabby and battered appearance and the occupants remain unmistakably ‘gypsy’ in dress and manner. In this group the women will very frequently retain the old habit of going out ‘calling’ with old–fashioned articles for sale. Whilst the men are almost exclusively engaged in trading scrap metal or tatting. The members of this group seem to strike a rather unhappy balance between motorization and wagon-travelling. For to have a rough, shabby, collapsing trailer-van and shaky motor seems much worse than having a wagon and horse of equivalent condition. Nowadays, that is. But, as I have written, these are commonly travellers who have not been long out of wagons, and consequently have not had time nor experience enough to improve their situations.

The second group comprises the ‘flash’ travellers: these are mostly of the second or third generations of motorization and have fully acclimatized themselves to its ways. The ‘flash’ travellers nearly all own trailers of the highest quality and of the most expensive varieties, and the motors which draw the caravans are rarely more than three or four years old. Since most of these travellers are, in dress and appearance, far from the common romantic idea of the ‘gypsies’ they are rarely recognized as Romanies at all by gaujos! This is particularly ironical when one reflects that many of the ‘flash’ travellers are of the deepest and most pure-bred Romani blood in the country. They are often dark and good-looking people, though unfortunately the men tend to dress in the style of gaujo executives, in lounge suits and collars and ties. Only their hats—wide-brimmed and worn far back on the head—are a hint of ‘difference’. Though of course some such travellers do have their suits tailored for them in the special modern travellers’ style, usually in serge, with pleated backs, ornate cuffs, raised-seamed trousers, and many extra pockets on the coats: it is a recognizable fashion and commendable if for that fact, alone. Many of the best known and most revered (by students of Romani) old Romani surnames are held by the ‘flash’ travellers. In these travellers one sees the great paradox of the Romani: here are men and women, often shatteringly handsome and striking, intelligent and ‘fly’, who are of the deepest Romani blood in this country, yet they have found it necessary—to avoid persecution and discrimination of the sort which wagon-travellers receive all the time—to disguise themselves so that they will not be recognized as being Romanies except by others of their kind or those who know Romanies. Often, in fact, I have heard gaujos speak of them as being ‘Jewish’ or ‘foreign’—but never as being ‘gypsies’.

Flash travellers work very hard indeed for their luxuries, sometimes one family being engaged in two kinds of occupation simultaneously. They follow a variety of skilled occupations in order to maintain their high standard of living, but are rarely in the scrap business like the ‘lesser’ travellers.

The interiors of the living wagons of these Romanies are usually opulent, in contrast to the stark simplicity of most contemporary wagon-travellers. It is a common thing to find a television set built in as part of the equipment, and the walls are often elaborately panelled, whilst thick carpets lie upon the floor. Fine, ornate, and valuable old china is displayed in the glass-fronted cupboards, and a large amount of brass or silverware is always in evidence. It is clear, however, that these ‘flash’ motorized travellers of today are direct descendants of the ‘flash’ wagon-travellers of fifty and more years ago—the people who made so much out of the great ‘boom’ enjoyed by English Romanies around the turn of the century, when the colourful wagons—charmingly rococo and Victorian in design—were so much enthused over by artists and writers, the fading away of which has been bemoaned ever since. They were the clever ones, those who seized their chance of prosperity and capitalized sensibly from it and then, when the motor-car arrived with its greater ease of transportation, abandoned the wagons and horses in favour of mechanization. Romanies can no more be blamed for giving up horse-drawn transport than can anyone else. In fact the great and sad truth is that—despite the genuine love of, and interest in, horses which is possessed by all Romanies—few of the contemporary wagon-travellers would not give up their horses and wagons as a means of movement if they were able to pass the driving-test. That is the sad but inescapable truth.

As a wagon-traveller I am constantly confused in my mind as to my exact feelings regarding mechanization: I lean towards it in one way and retreat from it in another. The horses and wagons are far more aesthetic—as any Romani would agree—and their abandonment would undoubtedly leave a feeling of emptiness in my life which no motor could fill. It is always interesting to us to notice how delighted and enthusiastic are any ‘flash’ travellers whenever they encounter us and see our wagons and horses. The pull of the old life is very strong for them.

It is undeniable that the ‘flash’ travellers have tended to grow away from the wagon-travellers, but it is the way of life which has caused this—not, as some writers would have us believe, a sense of purer blood and racial superiority! All Romanies, no matter what their mode of living, are masters of the art of the subtle leading question, and by this means the traveller gathers what line to take with the gaujo and proceeds to follow it up—very often telling back to the gaujo, in slightly different words, exactly what the latter has been telling the Romani!

All travellers, of necessity, are of course quick-witted enough to turn any situation to their own advantage if such a thing is possible.

Indeed, speaking from my own personal experiences, I can say that, although it is more exhausting than a day’s manual labour, a profitably concluded deal can bring a sense of achievement of the sort which I am sure is felt only by the artist in any field. To a born dealing-man it is an art-form, because it is the result of years of study, observation, experience, and character-judging; it entails following certain preconceived methods which have to be chosen according to each particular case. To engage in a deal with a ‘fly’ traveller is to enjoy a pleasure so acute and enthralling that it belongs to a sphere of commerce entirely divorced from all other transactions. I have quite often myself come out of such a deal worse off financially, whilst on other occasions I have emerged greatly the winner: yet I have gained the greatest enjoyment from both. All too many deals with gaujos have been merely sordid, dreary, dull little encounters.

If it is interesting or surprising that we and other wagon-travellers are apt to ‘chop away’ our complete turnouts more or less at the drop of a pound note it is doubly intriguing that many motorized travellers will do the same thing with their motors and trailers. The main difference, of course, being the difference in money which changes hands in these ‘chops’—with motorized travellers it often runs into hundreds of pounds!

‘Flash’ travellers generally pull in for several weeks at a time in each place, scouring the area thoroughly. Usually they choose private land, since they need to be near other human habitations so that they can plug in to the electricity mains for their televisions, lighting, etc. With rent to pay, and all the expenses of their motors and their repair bills, they must earn large sums in order to maintain themselves in the way of living they have chosen.

Of course even if they (or we) bought a piece of land of our own, we should not be allowed to stay on it with our caravans or wagons, since the local council or other busy-bodies would interfere at once. It is a constant source of mystery to me why one should not be allowed to live on one’s own land in anything one wishes if one chooses to do so.

What right have other men to deny a landowner to live on his own land in any kind of dwelling he happens to like—be it a railway carriage or a hen-house? To talk of spoiling the countryside is nothing but hypocrisy when it is impossible to cover more than a few miles in any one direction in southern England without coming upon some hideously unbeautiful structure designed for man or beast to inhabit, such as a pyramid-shaped bungalow or a ‘breeze-block’ cowshed, invariably more offensive to the eye than any old bus, railway-carriage, or horse-drawn wagon could ever be.

It is further proof of the inability of county councils and ‘planning authorities’ to distinguish between good and bad that they have approved the setting-up of caravan parks or sites throughout the country, wherein trailer-vans are huddled together in genuine ugliness. Nothing is more depressing than the appearance presented by those crowded-looking sites in some of the pleasantest parts of the countryside and coast. Quite obviously, since rules are made about everything, it should have been ruled that no more than, say, four caravans should ever be allowed together permanently within a certain radius: in other words caravans should be spread by order, rather than grouped by order. Then if one purchased a piece of land and it was out of a certain radius of other caravans one should be allowed to live there without any local interference of any sort at all. That would be an example of the much-praised freedom of which we hear such a lot but encounter so little!

I have written, quite truthfully, that nowadays wagon-travellers are restricted in movement by a variety of circumstances, but I should mention that nowadays it is the motorized travellers who make long-distance journeys, some moving almost from one end of the country to the other in the course of a year.

Whenever most gaujos think of the roaming life they merely consider the actual movement part of it and the possibilities of ‘seeing the countryside’. They rarely consider how utterly exhausting travelling can be, whether with horse or motor, and forget that all travellers have to combine their constant change of surroundings with the necessity of earning a living. Motorized Romanies, of course, rarely travel ‘blind’, for when one is towing a heavy caravan behind a cumbersome vehicle it is far less harrowing when a stopping-place has already been found out ahead.

In the generations of motorized travellers who have been born and reared in the luxury of the trailer-van life one notices a great contrast with those who have been born in wagons. For it has always been the hardships of the entirely outdoor life, the scorching heat of the open fire and the beating of the wind and rain, that has left its mark on the faces—particularly on the more sensitive skins of the women. And so, whilst the features themselves are unchanged, the skins are neither so lined nor so prematurely aged as amongst most wagon-travellers. The men favour gold-coin or gold-buckle rings, and the women gold jewellery: everything expensive, for they have achieved success, and, quite rightly, are proud to show it off.

EIGHT

Dead Sophie’s Lane

It was long after dark before Hoppy-Jim summoned up sufficient will-power to drag himself away from our encampment to return to his own place. He managed, after four or five attempts, to get the old lorry engine started and—revving it furiously—he switched on the lights, still engaged in shouted conversation with Old Shady.

‘Is they back-lights on, boy?’ he called to Noah.

‘One on ‘em is, my Uncle’, he replied.

‘God put a curse on they lights!’ shouted Hoppy-Jim and leapt out to inspect the dud lamp. Kicking it once or twice experimentally with his heavy boot, with no result, he eyed it malevolently, swore broadly, and climbed back into the cab. He spat through the glassless window-frame and winked at Old Kizzy.

‘You oughta buy yerself an ole Bedford to get about wi’, Sheddy’, he suggested.

‘Wot!’ ejaculated the old man in horror. ‘My brother, I shouldn’t have one iffen he wuz gid to me! Moties is the wustest things on the roads!’

Hoppy-Jim laughed with enjoyment.

‘I tell you wot, ole feller—will you do me a kindness?’ he asked.

‘Whoa, Sally!’ roared Billeen, and fell backwards, laughing, to the ground.

‘God’s cuss on you!’ said Noah and Gily.

‘God blind me two eyes, that boy’s stone-mad!’ muttered Old Kizzy.

‘Will you lend me five pounds to be goin’ on wi’—‘cos I’m in a bad way fer a few o’ they ole pound notes!’

Old Shady squinted at him.

‘Ar, my son,’ he said, ‘if you wuz short o’ a pound or two I shouldn’t lend you one—not one!’ He paused for dramatic effect and continued: ‘No! I should gie you two or free, an’ I shouldn’t cry iffen you never gid em back agen to me not fer ten year! I shouldn’t see you wrong, my son, you knows that.’

And although his request had only been made in fun, Hoppy-Jim regarded the old man with serious face and respectful expression, and held out his hand to shake Shady’s withered twisted fingers.

‘Thank you, my Uncle Sheddy. Hark wot the ole man sez!’ And he looked round at us and we all looked seriously back—except for Billeen, who from the ground remarked: ‘I’d sooner have me ole rabbit-stew!’ and rocked with mirth.

‘O dordi, there’s a boy!’ murmured Hoppy-Jim sadly.

‘Why don’t you goo an’ have a good wash, black-faced narrow-jaw!’ shouted Old Kizzy to her ebullient son, flapping her black pinna in annoyance.

The Bedford’s engine roared again.

‘Mind the baby—don’t hurt un’, called Leander.

‘I’ll gie you fifty pun fer that ole chestnut cob, Merly…’

‘Gooooaaaaannnn! Let un bide. I gid more’n that for un—baby-die, I did! You ask me Uncle Jesse!’

It is always safe to make a bid just those few pounds too low.

Hoppy-Jim’s rambling hand eventually closed on the gear lever, and with a grating and scraping the old lorry shuddered forward, revving and popping, gradually disappearing round the curve of the road, its one tail-light winking nostalgically at us.

‘My blessed Saviour! That man’s wusser’n a dead cory skin! Never e’en gid me a fag!’ moaned Old Shady, who until then I had thought to be fond of Hoppy-Jim.

Backbiting, spitefulness, and jealousies are, alas, all too frequent failings amongst travellers, so that loyalties are often dubious.

It was at that point of the evening, when we were all tired out, that it was discovered that we had no water—not even enough for a late night cup of tea. So with much grumbling it was decided who should go. Eventually it fell to Gily and little Eli, both of whom were very worried at the idea of going without an adult. So, more because I felt like, stretching my legs than out of any thoughtfulness, I decided to walk down the road with them. We had in mind a cow-trough situated just inside a field near a farmhouse some half a mile away. We loaded several kettles, our carrier, and two tin drums onto an old perambulator and set off into the inky blackness, the frosty air sharp against our faces, our bodies—warm from the heat of the fire we had just left—shivering and shaking. Many a traveller, I feel, must have chest complaints aggravated by this habit of leaving an overheated wagon or a huge outside fire and, without putting on any extra clothing at all, going straight the way out into the night.

Little Eli shoved the heavy, tottering, lopsided old pram along, which squeaked and rattled on its string-tied springs.

‘I shouldn’t never go out ‘long a road like this’n by me-self’, remarked the boy Gily, his large black eyes—like his father’s—gleaming in the darkness.

‘No more should I’, agreed little Eli, continuing the theme: ‘Once I wuz out along a lonely ole road an I sid a hold-up man a-creepin’ along the hedge ready, like, to stripe me an’ rob me of all I’d got!’

‘You’m right, mush, there’s funny-tempered people gits about at night—specially in they lonesome out-the-way ole places’, said Gily.

‘I shouldn’t mind to have one o’ they teddy-girls ‘long wi’ me now—I should make her jump, mate!’ observed little Eli, who was growing up fast!

‘Go on away, boy!’ reproved Gily severely from his greater age—he was the next brother ‘up’. ‘Tain’t right. They gals is brazen. Why, I should be ‘shamed to walk down the street wi’ ‘em wearin’ they jeanies an’ binikins an’ that!’

‘Don’t you like binikins?’ I inquired, being unable to resist tasting the word.

‘No I don’t! I reckons they shouldn’t be ‘llowed’, answered Gily primly, his moral code obviously, highly developed.

‘Def’nite sure Darky likes ‘em!’ laughed little Eli mischievously.

‘Me brother went out one time to the pictures—‘fore he had Leander, don’t you know—an’ he got talkin’ to a gal in there, like, an’ when he goes out wi’ her when the picture-house closes he seen she wuz wearin’ one o’ they dee-little short skirts to near enuff show her nakedness! Cah! He wuz ‘shamed to walk down the street wi’ her ‘case anyone sid un that knowed un…He jist went in one door o’ a public an’ out the other an’ left her on the street…’

This conversation carried us up to the water-trough, and we climbed over the barbed wire, each carrying a container. The trough was frozen hard, but the hob-nailed boots of Gily soon broke through the surface.

‘Is there any cows bin in this field today?’ asked little Eli, looking about him fearfully. ’

‘Cos we shall have to git the water out the ball-cock if they bin in yere today. I shouldn’t drink the water arter no cows—not fer any money!’

‘Nor would I’, I agreed.

‘Makes it bad, don’t it’, said Gily thoughtfully. ‘Makes it kinda consumption-tastin’, don’t it?’

‘Just like into a deery’ [dairy], agreed little Eli, adding knowledgeably: ‘‘Twas germs like that comin’ into the guts as brought on the history-book plague.’

Little Eli was ‘part-scholared’ and it was unwise to enter into argument with him on subjects of that nature.

He had often told me of his spasmodic schooling and of the taunts and jeers of ‘Gypsy’ that he had received from the children of rustics attending the same educational establishments. It had on many occasions been necessary for him and one of his brothers to fight almost every boy in the school. And then some writers wonder why Romanies are sensitive about the word ‘Gypsy’—which ninety-nine times out of a hundred is used by the general public in a derogatory sense.

We eventually filled all the vessels without mishap or interference, and after loading them onto the pram we started our walk back. Even from that distance we could detect the strains of music from the gramophone and erratic shouts and cries from humans of all ages.

Eli returned to the subject of schools.

‘I minds once when we wuz stoppin’ down agen White’s Gibbet, don’t you know, an’ the busty wi’ the schoolchilds used to goo by us in the mornin’s. An’ when it went by us they used to come up to the windows an’ lean out an’ shout ‘Gyppos’ at us. Well, see, it makes me an’ me brother so mad that we sez to ourselves: ‘We shall catch you bastards one mornin’.

So next day mornin’ h’up we gits an’ we had our tea an’ vittles an’ that, an’ we puts the kittle back on the yog an’ keeps it a-boilin’ till we knows when the busty wuz about time to come by. Then we each on us takes a saucepan or a cup an’ that, don’t you know, an’ waits. Sure enuff round the corner comes the busty, slow like, on the bend o’ the road, an’ outa the windows leans them dear children—all on ‘em shoutin’ an’ hollerin’ &lsquoGyppos’ at us. An jist as they goes by us we h’ups wi’ our saucepans o’ boilin’ water an’ frows it all up over their dear faces—pretty things! Cah! Reddened ‘em up like lobsters it did!’

We all laughed at the picture, I not less than the others for I was delighted that such ill-behaved brats had received the treatment they so richly deserved.

‘Ar’, added Gily, ‘they never called out to we no more, mush!’

Having myself been the victim of unwanted attentions on all too many occasions from mentally under-equipped children and adults, I was still speculating with pleasure upon this story when we found ourselves back in the glow of the two camp-fires, both of which had been kept up large to counteract the cold night air, and also in order that the ‘kitties’ would boil the quicker.

After a cup of tea and a piece of bread and butter I went to bed, thinking of the unimaginably warm and beautiful spring days which I hoped to see again.

♦

On Monday morning we were all up before daybreak, the fires built up high in the frosty and misty dank air. I had ‘chopped-away’ my rubber boots with Merly for a pair of run-down jodhpur boots of leather, so I was no longer bothered by footwear troubles in the mornings. During the really cold winter months I never undress at nights apart from my hat, boots, waistcoat, outer pair of trousers (for I wear two pairs in winter), and neckerchief, so that I am largely freed from the hideous thought of donning cold, clammy, unwelcoming clothing in the below-freezing morning temperature of our wagon—since we rarely have a fire-stove in it. I usually put on a thick shirt and a woollen pullover with long sleeves in late November and do not take them from my back until the end of February. Then, regardless of weather conditions, I discard my winter shirt—which is usually worn out with dirt and with the stresses and strains of being slept in—and my pullover, and throw them away. I keep two or three shirts of cotton for the summer months, and as many silk neckerchiefs as I can afford, beg—or both! I always, naturally, wear a silk knotted neckerchief at all times of the year, and a waistcoat and jacket with, preferably, a pair of narrow-legged, black, fall-front, travellers’-style trousers. I find that black is the best colour, even in shirts, as it does not really show the dirt; whilst when it ages it turns to a rather pleasant beetle-green. It is also, when smoke-matted, very useful for nocturnal excursions since it renders one wellnigh invisible to all but the keenest eyes. I do not approve of those who travel with horses and wagons in open-necked tennis shirts and grey-flannel ‘bags’. I like people to dress and look the part—whatever ‘the part’ may be: it helps to make life more interesting. Without the ‘arty’, the ‘doggy’, the ‘horsy’, the ‘county’, the pretentious, or the eccentric we should be much the poorer.

Almost the last to come down from the wagons that morning, apart from one or two of the boys and the younger children—who always stayed on in ‘the bed’ till late—was Old Shady. He had been awake for most of the night with pains in his back. Indeed his loud, hollow, death-like moans and drawn-out groans of pain had interrupted my sleep several times during the night. I had heard one or other of his family, either in his own wagon or from one of the other wagons, shout and curse him for keeping them awake. He had received little sympathy from them.

It must be admitted—or perhaps asserted—that in many ways a hard life hardens those who live it. Especially when it is a persecuted and harried life, as is that of all wagon-travellers nowadays in most parts of these islands. In fact not only nowadays, for a brief study of history will show that from the recorded arrival of Romanies in Britain there has been a deplorable repetition of persecution, murder, and discrimination against them by the gaujos. It has left its mark, even when only subconsciously. What is interesting, of course, is that Romani blood has gradually become somewhat diluted over the centuries as they have out-crossed, so that now it would be untrue to say that there are many Romanies left who are absolutely pure-blooded Romanies on both sides of their family ancestors. Even those who have studied the history of Romanies cannot pretend that there are many Romanies today who are not ‘tainted’ by gaujo blood somewhere in their pedigree—though, of course, the amount of out-crossing varies tremendously. The important thing to remember is that people either are travellers (Romanies) or they are not. It is as simple as that. The criterion is whether they are thought of as ‘travellers’ by other travellers or are thought of as gaujos. The word diddikai, which has come to be accepted as meaning ‘half-Romani’ or part-Romani, is, of course, not a Romani word at all: it is a corruption of the phrase ‘Dik akai’ (‘See here’), which in fact makes it merely a slang term. It is not a word which travellers like to hear used about themselves—except, as in the case of ‘Gypsy’, by themselves to one another, when they have no objection at all!

Old Shady came and sat down on an upturned tin with Beshlie and me at our fire; and in the half-light of morning his little face was still drawn with pain and his great ‘blood-eyes’ stared miserably out of it.

He groaned semi-audibly.

‘Kick him out the way, mush!’ laughed Billeen.

‘O dear God A’mighty, sometimes I wishes I wuz just led down dead an’ buried—I cain’t get no rest wi’ these pains.’

He spat disconsolately into the fire and continued in the characteristically egocentric manner of most wagon-travellers: ‘‘Tis like this, my son: I’ve a-got a clink o’ blood somewheres—well, you knows yer blood goes up an’ over yer brains every so often, don’t it? Well, every time me blood goes over me brains this clink sorta catches, don’t you know, an’ that’s partly the cause of me gettin’ dizzified an’ these yere gurt pains in me back—‘tain’t rheumaticses nor nothin’ like that, my son. A specialist herbalist doctor come to me when we wuz stoppin’ up agen Sows Leap last fall an’ he tole me that—an’ I reckons he musta knowed wot he wuz talkin’ about, don’t you, my son?’ he concluded rather anxiously, rolling himself a cigarette and lighting it with a firebrand.

I instinctively felt that the diagnosis might be at fault somewhere, but was insufficiently versed in medicine to lay my finger on its shortcomings.

‘Did he give you anything for it?’ I inquired.

‘Ar, my son, gid me some green med’cine’, he answered mournfully. ‘But they others kep’ on a-drinkin’ on it every time they thought they wuz bad—an’ there weren’t none on it left fer me.’

‘Did he think he could cure you?’ I asked.

‘No, my brother’, he replied, even more sadly and mourn fully. Raising his voice somewhat he added: ‘Like a bad-minded ‘oman—there’s no cure for it!’

‘Gooaaann! You poxy bastard. That’s the Devil corned to you—straight outa that fire he have!’ retorted Old Kizzy, for whom the remark was intended as a gibe.

‘Iffen you had half the badness on you wot I’ve a-had you’d be dead an’ buried in yer grave be now’, she continued, adding: ‘Why, sometimes when I’m out a-callin’ me legs swells up so thick as a man’s waist—an’ still I keeps on a-goin’. I don’t gie up like some on ‘em does—them wi’ the weak blood an’ no thoughts in their minds ‘cept makin’ chavies an’ their dear guts!’

Poor Old Shady continued to sit gazing sadly into our fire. I poured him a cup of tea and he accepted it thankfully. His small delicate hands were quite unlike those of a gaujo rustic’s—they were artist’s hands, sensitive, and finely shaped despite the rheumatism-warped fingers. Several silver rings glistened pleasantly against the brown flesh.

Old Kizzy and Leander were frying bread and meat at their large fires, and most of the others were huddled, tousle-headed and sleepy-eyed, around it. Every morning is a ‘morning after’ in the travelling life. Two or three of the smaller children had come down by then.

‘Noah! Gily! Come on down outa that wagin! There’s this nonny-boy Eli eatin’ up all me bread an’ meat! Come on! We shall be pullin’ you along in a minute!’ shouted Old Kizzy hoarsely and angrily towards the small open-lot from whence Noah and Gily had not yet emerged.

The mist was clammy and icy. Old Kizzy’s eyes poured with water, streaming down her seamed brown face. One yellow tooth hung over her lower lip. She cursed the weather, the stopping-place, her ill luck in ever having ‘gone with’ Shady, the wagon, her hard life, and even the children.

She was a good-looking old woman in a characteristic way; there was no negative line in her features—no flabby white pouchy flesh. She was an aged, weathered, damaged, time-and-child-worn monument.

Little Eli and several of the other younger children of Leander were still surreptitiously attempting to steal bread and meat from Old Kizzy’s or Leander’s large food-hampers on the ground beside them. However, their attempts were thoroughly unsuccessful, and resulted in maniacal screams of wrath from the old woman or screeching curses from Leander’s shrill voice.

‘Goo on, nonny! Come outa me dear bits o’ things!’

‘Like me dead Granfer’s comin’ up straight outa his grave…’

‘You dirty monkey! I’d like to beat yer two years off!’

‘Like me dear Mother! I’ll kick you in the back an’ jam you up that tree!’

‘Come outa me dear face!’

‘Let they vittles bide, boy!’

One of the Indian gamebirds leapt upon the back of a hen.

The hen squawked in unavailing protest.

‘Wotsever the matter wi’ they birds?’ shouted Kizzy, who had not noticed the devilish speedy copulation. ‘He wants his rooty-tooty!’ said Merly, and we all laughed in a huge wave which swept away through the forest.

‘Where’s Louie to?’

‘Come on down outa that wagon, boy!’

‘Let un bide where he’s to! Let un bide, I say!’

‘Look at that dear baby! My poor dead Mother! Cah! Iffen that keepery-man wuz to come yere now this minute I should say to un: ‘Quick, man—take un on!’’

‘…yer Mother, you bastard!’

‘You cain’t have yer bread buttered on both sides, I sez.’

‘Do you like that, baby? Do you like that, baby? Do you LIKE that, baby? Do you LIKE that, BABY? O dordi! Quick, look, at his dear yocks!’

‘Like me dead Father! His eyes is fallin’ out!’

‘Come out that bread! Goo on, show-teeth!’

‘No! No! NO! I say!’

Two of the small girls began to fight and screams filled the air.

Old Shady finished his tea, and looked over towards his family with a cynical gaze.

‘They’m just like nestles o’ f…jackdaws—sometimes I should like to be away from the noise on’ em! I don’t like too much noise, do you, brother?’

Yet we knew he would pine for the hubbub if he were away from it for long.

‘Ar,’ he continued, ‘I reckons I shall be put in the Union soon iffen I don’t git no better—an’ none o’ they won’t care much, ‘ceptin’ p’rhaps the baby.’

We knew, however, that whatever happened it would be highly unlikely that his family would suffer him to be removed to the ‘Union’ or any other like institution for the infirm or aged.

Merly was relating some tale about another traveller’s doings…

‘Hark!’ said Old Shady, for he did not wish to miss anything in the way of gossip.

‘…called fer twelve pints o’ beer at once, he did, an’ put ‘em all on the table an’ drunk every one on ‘em—just like a growed-up man, strike me dead! An’ the landlord sid un an’ he axed Frankie: ‘How old’s that boy?’

‘He’m just a-comin’ twenty-one next time, sir,’ sez Frankie. I near enuff died laughin’—him bein’ on’y thirteen. ‘His dear father wuz a jockey, sir,’ he sez. ‘One o’ the bestest beer-drinkin’ men as ever I knowed—that’s why he’m so small, sir,’ he sez. Strike me dead, twelve pints o’ beer, that boy had—singin’ an’ dancin’ all the ways back from the public he wuz…’

‘My blessed Saviour! That boy’s stone-mad drinkin’ beer like that at his dear age’, said Old Shady disapprovingly.

‘I suppose you’d have had twelve whiskies if you’d been his age?’ I mocked him.

The old man grinned and spat between his boots.

‘We shall have to git they horses harneshed-up an’ into they sharpts in a minute, my son, or we shall have that unlucky man back wi’ the gavvers an’ the tracter to pull us out’, he observed.

♦

Within an hour of breakfast we had gathered ourselves together, kicked dead leaves over some of the signs of where we had been stopping, harnessed up the horses, and pulled out on to the road. There had been no argument as to our destination, for Dead Sophie’s Lane was on the only route which travellers ever followed from that particular stopping-place when going in our direction.

We made a strange, colourful, and rackety cavalcade as we started off—only to be forced to stop after a few yards so that an old perambulator, which had been tied on to the rear of Old Shady’s wagon and had broken loose and rolled into the gutter, could be re-attached. The greyhound dogs lurked snakily about us, up and down the line of vehicles. They were the older ones, dogs who had known no other life than that of travelling: they had been bred and born in wagons. We were off again, jarring and creaking, and one of our wheels had developed a squeak which disturbed all the bantams and game-birds, which set up a cacophonous noise of their own. It was a journey of no more than five miles to the next stopping-place, but it was uphill and down, and we were for ever tightening or loosening our brakes, or—for those who did not have brakes—running the wheels in or out of the ‘drug-shoes’ which were necessary on the steeper declines. Merly, however, scorned to use either brake or shoe on his wagon on even the steepest of the downhill slopes, preferring to put his trust in the breeching and the holding-back powers of his cobby pony. Of course holding back, like pulling uphill, is largely dependent on the nature of the horse. I have often found that a small, thick, strong-willed pony can draw a wagon up over a steep hill which a far larger but weaker-willed horse has refused to take.

We only stopped once more, about half way on the journey, when Billeen, Merly, and Noah attempted to sell the mouse-coloured pony to a lady-farmer for seventy pounds. However, after much feeling and prodding she slapped her breeches, ran her hand with a grating sound up the back of her shorn head, and declined to offer more than forty pounds, which, although it was more than any traveller would have bid, was none the less refused promptly and no deal was accomplished.

Being, from choice, all but last in the procession we were not able to discern the reason for the delay in pulling into the lane when we arrived. There was much shouting and gesticulating from the head of the column. Dead Sophie’s Lane, as travellers had always called it since a poor child was run over and killed there some years ago, was in fact an old Roman road which went off at right angles from the country road on which we had come, and cut downward through a grassy ravine until it came out onto another tarmac road in the valley below which led into a village. Travellers had always stopped there for as long as even the oldest could remember: it was known as a ‘Roamers’ Road’, wherein one would be allowed to stop for a few days. The trouble on this occasion was being caused, however, by the fact that an ugly, newly painted, bright green tubular gate had been placed across the entrance, attached to concrete gateposts, beside which stood a new white notice-board headed: ‘D———Rural District Council’, under which was inscribed: ‘No Camping Allowed. No Litter. Penalty £5. By Order.’

This was something of a worry to us, because even in some parts of Frogs and Toads Forest smart new notice-boards had been put up warning ‘Gypsies and Others’ against camping there.

The whole country has gone notice-board mad!

However, in this instance there was only one thing to do—and I did it. I opened the gate wide, took the notice-board carefully down, being careful not to damage it, and hid it in the hedgerow. We then pulled in. It was a Roman road, a right of way, and I felt it disgusting that this noble and ancient highway should be thus denied by tubular gate (why not wooden, if it had to be there?) and insulting notice-board.

‘My brother, we shall all be sent down fer six monthses if we’m lelled!’ shouted Old Shady, laughing with pleasure at my action.

It was still no more than eleven o’clock in the morning, and the two women immediately on our arrival took their baskets of artificial flowers from inside their wagons, where they had been on the journey and, each lighting a cigarette, set off down the ravine towards the village wherein to ‘call’, whilst we pulled in the wagons to one side of the old lane in case any tractor should wish to pass us, unharnessed the horses, and tethered them in a receding line down the grassy path.

‘I wouldn’t shift outa this ole lane today not fer no one—‘ceptin’ if the God A’mighty hisself wuz to come to me!’ exclaimed Old Shady, and sat down in the ‘lue’ of the hedge to wait for the boys to collect some wood to light the fire.

‘Come on, you boys—fer Christ’s sake goo an’ git a bit o’ &lsquoood an lay on a bit o’ fire afore I gits friz to deaf!’ he called. ‘Cah! Here’s some lonely ole places we bin atched into lately, ain’t ‘em, my son?’ he continued, eyeing the rather pleasant vista of house-free hills, woodlands, fields, and valleys with some dislike and suspicion.

‘Goo on, you boys! Make up a bit o’ fire afore the baby dies!’ shouted Merly dramatically. ‘Where’s the titty-bottle, gal?’ he asked Louie.

‘Ainta sid un’, she replied shortly.

Eventually, after much argument and shouting to and fro amongst his children, the bottle was found, some milk was heated, and the infant fed.

There had been a lighter frost that morning and the day remained gloomy, threatening to turn to rain later.

Beshlie had remained in the wagon, wherein she was attempting to execute a painting of a bantam cockbird, from observation and memory, for someone who had commissioned it. In the end, despite the constant noise, insecurity, interruption, and cold, she would doubtless produce yet another exquisite oriental-looking painting which we should be forced to sell for far less than its real worth simply because we needed the money.

After a short time had passed a lorry-traveller in the scrap- metals business, on his way to a neighbouring town, stopped for a moment to exchange news and gossip with us. He pulled up at the entrance of the green lane but did not leave his cab. He was slick, clean, and neat, and lived in a house. He told us that he had seen several wagons up on the main road some seven miles away earlier that morning heading south.

‘Who was that, then?’ asked several of the boys.

‘God in heaven knows! I never sid any of ‘em in me life. There wuz about five or six wagins, I reckon. Tidy sort’ve horses one or two on ‘em wuz.’

‘Where wuz they gwine to atch?’

‘Well, I don’t know—but maybe they wuz goin’ up on the Pepperbox Pit, don’t you know.’

We all agreed that the latter was most likely to be their destination. And after a few more words the lorry-traveller, whose name was Freddie, started his engine and drove off.

He had really only stopped to see if we had any old iron or rags to sell him cheaply.

We went back to the fire and discussed the strangers and debated whom they could be.

‘I’ll bet ‘tis London travellers!’ asserted Old Shady.

But nobody was sure.

‘Well, I don’t know about you, mush, ’ said Noah to me, ‘but how about us two goin’ up on the treaders to see if we can find ‘em out?’

I had nothing special to do so I readily agreed, and mounting our respective old bicycles we departed in search of the ‘London travellers’.

NINE

The London Travellers

Although we had heard vaguely that there were some strange travellers coming down towards our country it was nevertheless Gasket-Freddie who had first given us any really definite news: thus we felt reasonably confident that we should locate them. Sometimes motorized travellers will tell wagon-people long and involved stories of strangers being in the area merely for dramatic effect; knowing that their presence would provoke the sharpest interest amongst those of us who are living in a like manner.

I have read nonsense about how resentful travellers are whenever others infringe on their territories, and how great fights inevitably follow should strangers arrive on the ‘pitches’ of localized travellers. When fights do occur the reasons are usually very different. I do not dispute that there is a good deal of jealousy amongst travellers in a trivial way, but none is today in the least possessive about the routes which are followed. In fact any traveller will always direct another unfamiliar with the country to the nearest and best stopping-place—usually adding a little useful information about the source of water and the best place to put the horses. I have also read of the hostility that is shown by travellers towards an unknown traveller if he visits them at their encampment—which, again, is quite fallacious. Hostility and suspicion will only be shown by travellers towards a gaujo who visits them uninvited.

Fellow-feeling between travellers is so strong that they will often be discussing the most intimate matters within a few minutes, whether they have met before or not. One of the greatest keys, of course, is a mutual knowledge of family-trees, or ‘pedigrees’, plus a current knowledge of the equipages, horses, and private lives of all other travellers within a vast radius, for the travellers’ grape-vine is very rapid in its function: no society is more taken up with ego-centricities and intricate family relationships. Beshlie and I have never turned another traveller away from our fire or refused to talk—nor have we ever suffered such treatment by travellers. I am pleased to record, however, that our hospitality does not extend in such an indiscriminate manner towards non-travellers. Few indeed are those who receive a welcome if they attempt to thrust themselves, uninvited, upon us: all too often in a blatant attempt to pump us as to our way of life, occupations, and other personal matters.

It is difficult for the average man of this generation, who is safe from want or insecurity, to appreciate the great perils and hardships which beset wagon-travellers who remain, for the most part, beyond the reach of the Welfare State’s interfering hand of pseudo-benevolence. Beshlie and I have known bad times and good times, and the most exacting poverty—yet it would never have occurred to us, even in the worst of circumstances, to have applied for National Assistance or any other form of State support, even though we have been down to a bender-tent (which Beshlie equipped, of course, with a lacy interior!) and no pony.

Even the most obvious hardships which beset wagon-travellers seem to be beyond the imagination or comprehension of the average gaujo. Travellers with wagons are regarded by some people as being outside the realms of other human beings. For example, not long ago I read in the columns of a rural newspaper some remarks made by a farmer at a National Farmers’ Union meeting, where the ‘gypsy problem’ was being discussed, to the effect that the numbers of wagon-travellers seemed to have decreased in recent years. ‘I wonder,’ pondered this thoughtful man, ‘if this is due to myxomatosis?’ The suggestion seemed to be accepted by those at the meeting quite seriously. And it was followed by a diatribe in which a speaker declared: ‘…in these days of modern economic farming methods we cannot afford to have these parasites roaming the countryside doing damage…’ Whilst another speaker bemoaned the fact that the police seemed ‘powerless’ to take any action against the ‘gypsies’! This, however, was counteracted by yet another speaker who comforted the meeting by informing them that the police in his area were ‘only too pleased’ to bring charges against ‘the gypsies’! (Having travelled that area I am well aware of the truth of his statement.) It may be imagined that such comments by members of an official body are not calculated to inspire fondness in the bosom of this writer towards officialdom in any form.

That wagon-travellers, as itinerants, and rough-looking at that, are blamed for many crimes committed by local gaujos is of course indisputable. If anything is missed, and there are wagons in the area, it is the wagon-people who are questioned—even searched—first. It is the same in any country: it is easier and more face-saving to be able to pin the blame on itinerants than it is to find the culprit amongst one’s neighbours. On innumerable occasions travellers have said to me: ‘You cain’t move wi’ out the gavvers is round you like flies.’ And it is perfectly true, in most parts of the southwest at any rate. One hesitates to speculate on how much time is spent, and wasted, each year by police constables interrogating travellers, who, merely because they are sometimes raggle-taggle and rough-and-ready, excite the gravest suspicion in the minds of those whose own lives are run on dull and colourless lines. One of the most distressing results of all the police questionings, the refusal of many landlords to serve ‘gypsies’ in their mean little inns, and the general unpleasantness which one receives all too often from all and sundry, is that a sense of guilt and inferiority is engendered—and once there it is difficult to shed. One may end up, as I suspect I have, with a curious kind of inverted inferiority complex. Fortunately, however, many travellers have managed to avert the first frame of mind and cultivate, instead, a technique of pseudo-inferiority which they display very thoroughly towards gaujos. It is a miracle of human transformation when they slough their ‘calling voice’.

♦

Noah and I set out on a cross-country route, down by-lanes and across rough muddy tracks and fields. It is a matter of principle, and natural caution, with me—and most travellers—not to travel by main roads if by-ways can be found.

It occurred to us that the London travellers might well have had a night in ‘Dog-bark Lane’, so we went by a way which would take in that stopping-place, which we would approach from the rear. When we got there no wagons were to be seen: the whole lane was empty. But a moment’s inspection of the site proved very informative to us. The white ashes of two fireplaces, some twenty feet apart, were still red hot, and tea leaves were still wet on the ground near by where they had been thrown. A few bits of coloured rag were caught on the bushes and the grass was flattened and worn away for several feet around each fireplace where the travellers had sat: it was obvious that they had not long gone. We followed the deep wheel-tracks in the mud back to the lane entrance onto the road—which was a short stretch of main highway—and noted which direction they had taken.

The wheel-tracks would not last long on a road like that one, the tyres of the motor vehicles erasing, india-rubber-like, the tracks of the metal wheel-bonds within a matter of hours. A few seconds’ speculation and we realized that they must be making for Pepperbox Pit that morning. Fortunately, to reach that pit it was not necessary to traverse more than a hundred yards of the main road before one could turn off and follow minor lanes to the stopping-place. It was, however, a rather hilly journey to do with wagons, with treacherously slippery patches on the road surfaces. But perhaps, I thought, the London travellers had either very large horses or else they would ‘double up’ their horses on the hills. Once we were off the main road the wagon-tracks became much clearer and we were able to judge that there were at least four vehicles, and possibly more if some were equipped with pneumatic tyres, as some ‘up-country’ wagons and trolleys are, since these would obviously leave no telltale tracks.

We rode on for perhaps three miles, for the most part in silence, for our ancient and ill-conditioned bicycles made the journey very hard going. The tracks became fresher and fresher, until we were within about half a mile of the pit.

‘Cah! They must’ve bin goin’ about five mile an hour to git this far’, observed Noah admiringly.

And since a wagon, with a none-too-fresh horse, averages about three miles an hour, I agreed with him.

We puffed up another incline and approached the final bend before the Pepperbox Pit itself, which lay on a sharp downwards slope of slippery ‘blue-stone’. As we rounded the bend, our boots hard against our rear wheels as brakes, we came upon the wagons: they had stopped for a moment, drawn in on the roadside beside a withy copse. There were, I noticed at a glance, four wagons and two trolleys, two open-lots, one of which was barrel-topped, and two heavy ‘skylight’ wagons, both of which, unfortunately, were mounted on pneumatic tyres. The latter were very heavy cumbersome wagons, one ornate and ‘showman’s shaped’, whilst the other was devoid of any decoration of any sort and was very plain and square. This last had wheels far too small for its size, and I thought that it must have run like a barrel—yet despite that there was a trolley tied on behind it, all of which was being managed by one horse.

They were London travellers indeed: very unlike any of the West Country families in feature, and rather more colourful of aspect and dress. There appeared to be one elderly man and his wife, and their family of sons and daughters and ‘in-laws’ with the other wagons. The old man was very thickset, being almost as wide as he was tall. A slouch hat was pulled down over his eyes and a once-white patterned scarf was knotted crosswise round his neck: his face was hard, dark, and lined—a lifetime on the roads and of being moved on had left its mark. But, as always, the mark of hardship and rough living was beautiful. This old man and his wife had the more ornate of the two wagons with a surprisingly small chestnut pony in the shafts; and behind them was the plain skylight wagon with the trolley tied on behind, pulled by a large roan cob. This turnout was being led by a strikingly handsome, rough-looking man of about thirty-five, with long, curly hair and sideburns: he wore a black felt hat on the back of his head, a yellow neckerchief, and possessed the most piercingly black eyes I have ever seen before or since on any Romani. His wife and children—of which there were about five—were by the wagon, but the woman was rather disappointing in appearance beside her man, being thin-faced, fair-haired, and miserable-looking. I judged her, correctly as it afterwards transpired, to be the daughter of the old people. Then came the two open-lots, both with very young and raggedy couples and their children; whilst at the rear was a trolley on which were sacks of rags, plug-chains, tin drums, and two old bicycles. It was drawn by a very nice-looking black cob which much took my fancy. Two boys of about sixteen and eighteen were in charge of the trolley; both were very good-looking, with strong physiques, and each sported a bright neckerchief—which all too many down-country young travellers have abandoned nowadays as being ‘too travellery’—and wore their hats at extravagant angles over their pleasantly long watered-down hair, with the brims turned up ‘cowboy style’.

That wagon-travellers are nowadays very localized is shown by the fact that they invariably have something of the accent of the areas in which they most frequently travel, and so are marked by their accents as to their particular country; yet although they may have that accent there is always the musical and pleasing quality in the voice of a traveller which distinguishes it from the voice of a non-traveller. It is also very surprising to find how strongly individual the voices are: one is always different from another. Yet strangely enough, possibly due to a certain amount of inbreeding, many travellers are almost interchangeable in feature, particularly in certain families, so much so in fact that a kind of ‘family face’ runs up and down the country.

When a couple ‘come together’ the woman almost invariably goes off and travels in her husband’s country with his family, apart from sporadic visits and stays with her own family—and of course at times of birth or death or extreme illness. She sacrifices a good deal for love—which is as it should be. Though I must add that since this is more or less expected of the woman she is often not given the appreciation that she deserves. Hers is a functional job, and it lasts for life, without holiday or privacy. The family is all: she is wife and mother and worker too. Yet all too often when she is out ‘calling’, in all weathers, her children and husband left uncertainly on some roadside, she is subjected to rudeness and thoughtlessness by some householders which would break the spirit of a dog. Luckily, however, travelling women are the hardiest of creatures and it takes a lot to make them ill, and much more to cause them to abandon their man or children—the latter being almost unheard of. The lesson which might be learnt by gauji women from travelling-women is how much nonsense is talked, taught, and written today about the complexities of being a housewife and mother. Anyone might suppose that either of them were new pursuits! Travelling-women, with none of the complicated machinery and luxury which clogs the life of the average house-dweller, can still combine activities as wives, mothers, and workers with the greatest success—bringing up enormous families healthily and well instructed in the most important fundamentals of living.

♦

Noah and I leant on our bicycles.

We spoke to the old man first.

I said: ‘How’re you getting on?’

And so did Noah.

He smiled slightly and squinted through cigarette smoke at us. In spite of the cold and the slight drizzle perspiration ran down his face. Like all of the adults, I noticed, he looked utterly exhausted. Since about eighty or ninety per cent of the gaujos are against travellers it follows that one feels even more desolate when in strange country, and so becomes more exhausted—as I have found out for myself all too often.

‘I’m all right, my brothers. Where’s yous stoppin’?’ he replied, and his strong cockney accent, so strange in the Wiltshire surroundings, rattled like a tin can.

The others stared and we all felt our way gradually: they were foreigners in strange country and they would be feeling, I knew from experience, the relatively inferior position in which they were placed by their lack of knowledge of stopping-places and roads. They were explorers, in a way that no gaujo in this country would ever be or would ever feel unless he were ‘on the run’ or in some similar predicament.

We spoke generally for a few minutes, then two young boys emerged from the withies each carrying a bundle of koshties for peg-making. Noah and I told them that they ought, with luck, to be able to ‘catch’ a night in the Pit without interference, and they began to edge down the slippery hill towards the pit entrance. Just before moving forwards, however, they each dropped onto the ground an old motor tyre attached to a piece of rope about six feet long which was tied to the rear of every vehicle: each had its rope and tyre—wagons and trolleys alike. Both Noah and I were much intrigued by this action and we winked at each other, and we were even more astounded when, as they started off down the slope, several adults and children leapt on to each tyre behind the vehicles and, balancing on it, clung to the back of the particular wagon or trolley to which their tyre was secured. It was evident that these travellers trusted that the human weight on the tyre would be sufficient to hold back the wagons and thus prevent the horses from being pushed forwards too much by their respective loads, neither wagons nor trolleys being fitted with brakes or ‘drug-shoes’ (or skid-pans, as gaujos call the latter).

My astonishment, which I hid from all but Noah, was unbounded at this spectacle. In the case of the old man’s very heavy van with the small cob the combined weights of the old woman and one youth were quite useless, the grai was merely standing on the glassy slope, legs stiffened, leaning backwards into the breeching and being propelled forwards uncontrollably by the weight. I quickly flung my bicycle down in the road and balanced myself beside the woman and boy on their tyre, hoping that my slight extra weight would help avert calamity. Thus we three, the old woman’s and the boy’s faces both running with moisture, balanced on the tyre, hanging onto the rack of the wagon, whilst behind us all the others were doing the same—Noah helping behind the second wagon with the trolley attached. Gradually the huge van began to slew across the road, and I sighed with relief as I realized we had reached the pit’s entrance. Just then the old woman shouted hoarsely and, spitting with emotion, we jumped off the tyre and ran out to the off side as the wagon lurched and swayed over the ruts and into the pit. The woman’s face was taut with anxiety and exhaustion as she watched the van plunging from side to side, its worn springs giving more play than they should have under the strain.

‘He’ll have that wagon over, so help me Gawd if he don’t!’ she muttered as the old man led the heaving cob round in a sharp turn in order to face outwards to be ready to set off the next morning.

And as we watched him draw to a halt, the other wagons with equal danger and unsteadiness each swerved hard across the road and took the slight hill upwards into the pit with a short rush. This was particularly noticeable in one old grey pony which was drawing the barrel-topped wagon. As he pulled up the incline into the pit he leapt forward in sharp jerks which threatened to snap the traces despite the efforts of the ragged man to hold him steady: that man did not bother to turn the wagon ready for coming out. All the wagons and trolleys were eventually inside the chalk pit. The old man immediately unharnessed his pony and secured him by a long plug-chain to the rear wheel of the wagon, a thing I had never seen a traveller do before: it was unwise because the pony might easily become entangled in the shafts or otherwise do damage either to itself or the wagon. The black-eyed man merely unhitched his horse from the wagon with the tied-on trolley, removed its headstall, and turned the animal loose to graze, half-harnessed and untethered. The others, men and women alike, flung themselves down on the ground, the men half-lying, in traveller’s style, propped up on one elbow and the women sitting upright and cross-legged, without even sufficient energy to take off their horses’ harness or unhitch them from the shafts. The old grey just stood stock-still, drooping with dejection, not even twitching a limb; whilst the other, younger, horses tossed their heads impatiently, some attempting to move forwards or sideways to crop the rough grass at their feet.

‘That’s wot you calls a Belgian pony, that is!’ laughed the old man, glancing with some amusement towards the old grey. ‘He’m small, an’ he ain’t so young as me, but he’ve still got plenty o’ guts into him, my brothers!’

Nothing was being done, however, and after a few minutes the old man, who was addressed as Canon by the others, struggled to his feet and walked stiffly to some half-dead bushes on the edge of the pit, returning with an armful of dead sticks, and set about lighting the fire.

The old woman regarded the other men and boys with a reproachful and soured expression.

‘Look at that dear ole man a-gettin’ the ‘ood while all yous jist bides there a-talkin’, she complained with some justice. ‘Why, that ole man’ve bin workin’ hard all his dear life, an’ its time he wuz restin’—not jumpin’ about arter a bit o’ &lsquoood like that.’

Most of the others laughed at this, apparently the thought of the old man having worked hard all his life proving too much for them!

After a certain amount of wheezing and purring Canon lit the fire, building it up larger and larger, in characteristic travellers’ style, until all the wood he had collected was laid on pyramid-wise. All travellers love a big fire—it is the only luxury in their lives.

I noticed that Canon appeared to suffer from some kind of vocal impediment which prevented him from commencing a speech immediately he wished to. Rather did his lips move furiously, his features turn purple, his mouth emitting a series of hisses and gulps until, suddenly, in a momentarily uncontrolled cataclysm, the words would rush out unintelligibly until they were slowed down to an understandable speed. I guessed that this was probably the result of some kind of a stroke he had weathered not long previously, for he was obviously a man of great character, will-power, and thirst.

Strangely enough most wagon-travellers seem to fall into two definite categories: the strong, unaesthetic, sturdy, domineering kind who are never happy unless they are engaged in buying, selling, or drinking: or the philosophical ‘studying’ beings, usually of smaller stature, and generally disinclined to drink heavily or to buy and sell with such frequency. The latter are usually more genuinely appreciative of wagons and horses, and very often have much better turnouts than their louder-voiced and more active counterparts. The first, the ‘dealing man’ kind, is apt to gain his wagons and horses merely as an act of showing off, whilst the ‘studying’ man will improve his turnouts purely for aesthetic reasons and will quite often keep the same wagon or horse for several years.

Gradually the other men rose and unhitched their horses and either tied them up short or tethered them on their chains about the Pit. The handsome curly-haired man who had ‘got’ the daughter of the old people, and whose name was Amby—short for Amberline—had his own fire, some short distance away from that of Canon and the rest.

Noah and I made to depart, in order to leave them to eat their food, for it would be ‘brazen’ to stay whilst they ate, but they were indignant at our proposed departure, and insisted that we should stay and share their food—for who knew if we should meet again. So knowing that we would be able to help them with stopping-places and in other ways, we accepted their invitation and sat down again at the fireside.

The women had only white loaves and over-fat cheap bacon to prepare, and I saw that there was nothing else in their baskets. And when the two kettles hanging over the fire boiled the old woman poured the contents of both into one further enormous black kettle standing by the fire, into which she had tipped half the contents of a packet of tea.

As we ate the fatty hunks of bacon, the new white bread, and drank the black, sugary, milkless tea from our bowls, the London travellers told us the story of their journey down through unknown country from Middlesex, through Hampshire, and into Wiltshire, along routes which were utterly unknown to them.

In all my years on the roads I cannot recollect my feelings being so much in sympathy for anyone. Theirs was a story of inhumanity which could reflect nothing but disgrace on the authorities in this so-called enlightened era. And it proved to me, yet again, that the sympathies of the Welfare State are extended only to those who are content to lead organized ‘contributing’ lives.

They told us of their constant movings-on, often twice in a day, and of the regular police ‘checks’ made on them, and of the innumerable and unpleasant experiences that they had suffered at the hands of thoughtless and unimaginative people. They showed us that five of their horses were badly ‘ringed’, the skin raw under the collars. And I asked them whether they had told the police about that, and they said they had but had still been forced to move on—which I had no reason to doubt since the whole party had no wish other than to find somewhere where they might be able to get a fortnight’s uninterrupted rest, both for themselves and their horses—about which they were seriously worried. Not knowing the stopping-places and hence coming by the wrong routes and stopping where no travellers had ever been seen before they were merely told: ‘You can’t stop here.’

‘We wuz down agin a place by the other side o’ the Forest—I think ‘twas called Lynxeton or some such name as that’, said Canon, ‘an’ two police cars come to us wi’ twelve policemens into ‘em to try to git us to shift off the side o’ the road when ‘twas just comin’ dark! ‘Gawd blind me two eyes’, I sez to ‘em, ‘I ain’ta gonna shift tonight—not fer you nor a hundred on yous!’ Why, my brothers, the wagons would a-bin beat to pieces by the motors in the dark like that.’

‘I never knowed such bloody consumption-f…country in all me life fer stoppin’—you cain’t bide nowheres! I dunno how you manages!’ muttered the old woman, looking at Noah and me.

‘Well, we bin bred an’ born in this country, don’t you know—an’ all me father’s people bin about yere fer hundreds o’ years’, explained Noah. ‘An’ we knows all the places to otch. I don’t like travellin’ in strange country me-self. Couldn’t you find someone to come down wi’ you to show you the roads, like?’ he asked.

‘Nah! They wuz frightened to deaf, man!’ said one of the boys scornfully.

‘We shall have to find somewheres to stop fer a bit—the horses won’t stick it, goin’ on every day like this’, said the youth in the cowboy-style Homburg hat.

I talked to them about parts of Kent, Hertfordshire, and Cambridgeshire, and about the travellers I knew in their country. At that much of their despondency seemed to clear away, and they spoke delightedly of the country surrounding London—and I remembered how depressing I had found parts of their country when first I had travelled it.

‘Wuz you up on Black Dog Common, wi’ a splash-coloured mare an’ a little round-barrel wagin—on yer own—‘bout five year ago?’ asked the old woman, eyeing me closely.

I thought for a while and agreed that I was.

‘Then you wuz the one we heered about from me nephew Joe’, she pronounced, continuing: ‘While you wuz there didn’t two other wagins wi’ nice-coloured horses come an’ stop agen you—an’ you bid wi’ ‘em fer a week an’ more—ain’t that right?’

It was correct, and we reminisced about their country and about relatives of theirs whom I knew—of which there proved to be quite a large number—and they were happier still. And so was I.

They pressed more bread and meat upon us and the talk rattled on and on.

We asked them what roads they had taken and how many other travellers they had encountered on their way ‘down’.

‘You’m the fust we’ve a-sid since we left Egham, brothers’, said the old man, adding: ‘‘ceptin’ one or two in lurries—an’ they never stopped.’

I pondered over the route they had followed, and quickly realized that by some stroke of fate they had unintentionally missed all the regular travellers’

‘runs’ completely, and had followed roads notoriously unsuited to wagons.

I did not ask them the reason for their having undertaken this long journey in winter time, but I knew that they must have had some strong personal need to depart from their own country—especially since they had not found anyone who would have known the roads to accompany them.

‘I bet they haven’t seen wagons going that way for fifty years or more’, I remarked, mentioning a town or two on the route they had taken.

‘God blind me, brother, no more they hadn’t!’ stuttered Canon, coughing with amusement at the memory. ‘We wuz goin’ fru that poxy little town an’ a dear ole ‘oman wuz a-standin’ outside her house an’—this is so true as I’m a-talkin’ to you now—when she sid us she dropped down stone-dead! Dropped down stone-dead—we just frit her to deaf!’

We laughed at the thought.

Despite their exhaustion, these travellers were unable to quell their natural buoyancy. Their humour was for ever leaping to the surface, and gusts of laughter would sweep amongst us. Being London travellers their amusement was a little more sophisticated than that of the down-country travellers, and in many ways more esoteric.

When we had finished eating, the younger men set about chinning the koshties for peg-making.

Amby, however, had strolled over to our fire, and despite the constant shouts from his wife seemed reluctant to return to his own fireside and commence peg-making himself. Indeed it was not until his wife, who possessed the pleasant name of Elvina, rushed over—after losing all patience—and beat him vigorously about the head and shoulders with a hazel withy that, laughingly, he withdrew.

‘Is you swisht, brother?’ he inquired of Noah, who told him he was not.

‘Then don’t ever do it, mush’, he advised. ‘Women is a terrible torment to a sensible-minded man, brother!’

‘Lucky she never upset him’, observed one of the younger boys. ‘Cah! He’m savage—like a villain—if he gits upset!’

‘Gaaaannnn! Boy! Hide yer face!’ admonished his mother sternly.

The younger men sang, loudly and effortlessly in a transatlantic style, whilst at their work. Since peg-making is such an ancient travellers’ craft it seemed doubly incongruous to hear these modern popular songs being voiced in such surroundings of pristine vigour. A song which seemed to be a firm favourite, and which was sung right through no less than four times by one of them, was ‘Love Letters in the Sand’. The youth Jesse confided in me, when Noah was talking to the others, that he planned to invade the field of Rock ‘n’ roll singers when he had saved up sufficient money to buy a guitar! Having heard him sing in that peculiarly fascinating manner I had no reason to doubt that he would be a success if he could ‘arrive’ in time. He had looks, voice, timing, and tremendous self-confidence, and he was pleasantly free from inhibitions.

Several of the younger children, meanwhile, had climbed up the face of the chalk-pit’s side and, whitened and powder-covered, were bombarding us spasmodically with lumps of chalk. This was ignored until a huge chunk caught the drowsing Canon about the head, whereupon, stuttering and purple with indignation, he demanded that the children be beaten. He scrabbled violently about among the koshties until he found a springy stick and then, leaping unsteadily to his feet, he chased the offending children down from the cliffside until, laughing with delight at being the centre of attention—safe in the knowledge that they would never be actually struck, only threatened—they ran under the wagons and shouted with derision at their grandfather, who returned to the fire, muttering and rubbing his head. The smallest child, a tiny boy of about two, had become lost during all the confusion, and was wandering alone on the cliffside. After much shouting and encouragement he eventually slid down to the ground and, shamelessly naked below the waist, tottered towards us.

‘O dordi! Look at Billy the Rig!’ exclaimed his father, pointing amusedly towards the child’s minute sign of masculinity, which was jiggling, chalk-whitened, in the winter’s afternoon air.

‘O my Billy, wotsever that down there? Wot is it? Oh, wot is it, my baby?’

Then clasping the child toward him he drew it against his chest and smothered the tiny boy with kisses.

After we had been in the Pit for about two hours and nobody had ‘been to us’ or otherwise interfered, the confidence of the younger ones began to grow somewhat out of proportion.

‘Cah! I tell you wot, mate,’ remarked Jesse, pusning back his Homburg hat with the back of his hand, and striking at an imaginary foe with his peg-knife, ‘iffen anyone wuz to come in yere now I’d kill ‘em, mate—jest like that, prffftt!’

And he winked at me and drew the knife across his throat in mock demonstration.

His mother, however, was shocked.

‘Gaaaaaannnnnnn! You baby’s-brains!’ she shouted, her face working with rage. ‘You’m just about like a f…dinilo! Wotever do you think ud happen iffen you wuz to kill someone, my son? I’ll tell you wot: you’d be transported, my son, an’ how’d you like that?’

The thought of possible transportation, however, was not enough to quell Jesse’s youthful enthusiasm, and he continued to tease his mother—who apparently chose to assume that he was quite serious.

‘I don’t like to hear anyone a-talkin’ like that, makes me feel bad’, she muttered, adding to herself: ‘He’ll be hung up or transported or somethin’ like that, like me dear poor m…’

Canon and all the others chuckled with pleasure, for few travellers can resist the pleasure of teasing another—especially if he or she rises to the bait.

It is interesting to reflect that travellers ‘up’ and ‘down’ the country still speak of ‘transportation’ as a punishment, and even of people being ‘burnt like a witch’, and in great awe and with obvious belief in their statements.

We talked on about roads, hills, horses, wagons, and all the other subjects which make up the travelling life; and I supplied them with a list—which I wrote down on a cigarette package—of all the travellers’ stopping-places from there to Worcestershire, and as one of the women was able to read a little I gave it to her for safe keeping. They expressed much gratitude for that, and Noah added to my reputation by saying:

‘He knows every part o’ the country fer stoppin’. If he tells you a thing it’s sure to be right.’

I blushed a little under the dirt of my face.

Since the time was going fast and we wished to be back at our own place before four in the afternoon we rose and, after many farewells and mutual wishings of ‘Good Luck’, we departed on our old bicycles.

Just as we reached the summit of the hill leading from the Pit we glanced backwards, and there, in the pale light of the late winter afternoon, we perceived the unwelcome figure of a uniformed constable pushing his bicycle up towards the entrance to the Pit.

Noah opened his mouth, winked at me, and in a mighty roar—which echoed for what seemed like miles round the surrounding countryside, he shouted:

‘GAAAAVVVVVVVV—ER!’

‘Those people won’t shift tonight, mush, ’ he observed. ‘Not fer he nor twenty like him!

‘I don’t blame ‘em’, I replied.

TEN

Two Roads of it

When Noah and I got back to our stopping-place it was late in the afternoon, and the others had already been off and brought back plenty of wood, so that a great blaze was roaring comfortingly upwards from their fire. The women had still not returned from calling. Since we had no wood ourselves I had to wander down the ravine, moving the horse to a fresh grazing on my way, and scratch about in the thorn hedge until I had managed to gather sufficient: I also spotted a length of ash pole, three-quarters dead, in the hedgerow, which after much cursing and struggling I hauled out—tearing my hands on the thorn bushes in the process. None of the wood, including the ash pole, was much needed in the hedgerow as new fence-posts and barbed wire had recently been erected. But I was cold and hungry and tired and had to have the wood anyway!

As I reached the wagons and set about lighting our fire, Beshlie came down from the wagon, and at the same moment the two women trudged into the entrance to the lane, their baskets laden with food, and Leander held out cheap sweets and chocolates for her children, which they expected, as they ran to meet her. Old Kizzy had brought back a few sweets for little Eli, who had still not outgrown the childish need for such attentions.

‘Never knowed such a place in all me life!’ exclaimed Old Kizzy disgustedly, planking her calling-basket down on the ground beside the food-hamper.’ Why, I called twenty houses afore I took a penny! Strike me dead I did! Ain’t that right, gal?’

Leander nodded in agreement, and added: ‘Made me feel bad, it did.’

‘An’ you cain’t git nothin’ in that shop down there—the counter’s naked!’ continued the older woman.

‘Where’s me baccer?’ demanded Old Shady, holding out his hand. ‘I’d sooner go wi’out me vittles than me baccer!’

Gily and Billeen rolled over and over on the muddy ground, fighting together in fun.

‘Hark, you boys! Per the dear God A’mighty’s sake cain’t you stop they ruffinations—you gits onto me brains!’ grumbled Kizzy.

The two boys sat up, grinning.

‘Goo on, Subaltern!’ mocked little Eli at them from behind his mother’s back.

‘Goo on, Gunner!’ shouted Billeen.

‘Goo on, Show-teeth!’ called Gily.

‘Hush yer row, Billy the Devil!’ shouted their mother.

‘…just like f…jackdaws!’ muttered Old Shady.

Both Noah and I were questioned animatedly about our visit to the London travellers before, during, and after, our meal.

‘They wuz nice people—but I reckons they wuz in a bad way, don’t you, mush?’ said Noah.

‘Yes, and they knew all round London and the parts I know’, I said.

We told about the horses being ‘ringed’, about the troubles on hills, the wagons, the harness, the dogs, the children, how they were getting a living, and everything we could think of until they were satisfied. But what intrigued the others most of all was the novel manner of using motor-tyres for braking purposes. It took us some time before we could finally make them understand just how it had been done—and even then they were very dubious about taking us seriously.

‘Well,’ observed Old Shady, coughing over his cigarette, ‘I never sid—God’s cuss on this baccer, I wishes I’d never smoked a fag in me life—I never sid such a thing! Like me dead Granfer, I ain’t—an’ I bin a-travellin’ the country all me life.’

‘I ‘spects ‘tis one o’ they new London ideas—they’m funny people up in that country, I’ve heared’, remarked Old Kizzy wisely.

‘Some o’ the ‘omans does a lot o’ back-hawking up there, I’ve a-heared’, remarked Merly, but did not pursue the matter.

After a while the topic of conversation wore a little thin, however, and we turned for solace to a little gramophone music whilst we sat round the great fire absorbing its fierce heat in our fronts, our backs stiffening in the ice-cold air, hidden from the warmth.

That night we were all very tired and a little despondent. However, Noah and Billeen went off down the ravine with catapults and returned some short time later with a fine cock pheasant—which they very generously gave to Beshlie.

‘You can have it an’ welcome, my son’, said Old Kizzy when I half refused it on the grounds that they might like it for themselves. ‘They boys can git plenty more if we wants ‘em when we gits down a bit.’

Beshlie took the bird and carefully secreted it somewhere up in the wagon—from whence it was removed a couple of days later to make us a very enjoyable meal.

‘You two don’t seem to git much in the way o’ vittles—an’ I don’t like to see anyone short o’ a bit o’ bread nor meat, my son’, added Old Kizzy thoughtfully.

Indeed most wagon-travellers fear shortage of food and starvation more than anything else: it must be a legacy from the even harder times of bygone years.

Thus, after a cup or two of tea and a little more conversation, we all went up into the wagons to bed.

♦

Next morning a hard white frost glistened on hedges, horses and wagons, and ground alike. A pale sun rose over the horizon, its appearance, though weak in warmth, cheering us all considerably.

We had just finished our respective fried breakfasts when our attention was drawn to the gateway of the lane, where a small green truck of the ‘pick–up’ variety had stopped.

All the dogs rushed out, barking and growling, and Sam’s chain grated against the wheel-bond as he slunk out too. They were called back and quietened.

Out of the pick–up stepped two heavily built, capped men in Wellington boots and overcoats. They had the large, rosy features of the kind which have for long been associated with many descendants of ‘sons of the soil’.

They advanced towards us, and slight, hostile smiles of distaste crossed their somewhat inexpressive features as they came closer. They both had over-large ears and blobby noses, and this likeness drew me to the conclusion that they were either brothers or father and son.

‘Mawnin’, sir,’ said Old Shady politely, if warily.

The rest of us said nothing.

‘Didn’t you see that bloody gate?’ demanded one of them.

‘Yes’, I said. ‘Who put it there?’

‘We put it there. Don’t you know you’re on private property! This isn’t a bloody camping site—and you’ll have to get out of here or we shall fetch the man with silver buttons up to you. He’ll shift you quick enough! He isn’t too fond of your sort of people!’

‘This is an old Roman road and a right of way’, I remarked.

‘Oh yes? Well, we farm it—and it’s private property.’

‘Travellers have stopped here for hundreds of years—I’ve stopped here many times before myself—and will again.’

‘Oh, you will, will you!’ glared the other man, with the same face, in the same tone.

I continued to look at the first man.

‘Can we stay on just fer today, please, sir?’ asked Old Kizzy.

‘What—stay on for today? No, you bloody well can’t—leaving a filthy mess all over the place, and the dogs and horses everywhere. You’ve no rights to be here!’

‘We’ve no rights to stop anywhere’, I told him truthfully.

‘I can’t help that—it’s your way of life, and it’s nothing to do with me. You could all get jobs and live in houses if you weren’t too lazy’, he said.

‘I shall have a night here whenever I’m this way—whether you like it or not!’ I snapped defiantly.

‘How would you like to have people camping in your front garden, if you had one?’ inquired the second man surprisingly.

I gazed up and down the old lane with affected wonder.

‘This is your front garden?’ I said sarcastically. ‘I’d never have known it.’

‘Come on, Fred, we haven’t got time to waste here’, grumbled the first man, turning to go, and adding over his shoulder: ‘If you’re not all gone from here by dinner-time I shall send down for the policeman—and that’s that!’

So saying they stumped back down the lane, got into the pick–up, and drove off.

‘They wuz dead-narks!’ remarked Old Shady. ‘Still I reckons we’d best jal-on outa this ole lane, otherwise we shall git the summonses an’ have to pay five pounds apiece.’

Thus by half past nine we were ready once more; the horses harnessed up and in the shafts, the fires smoking ashes, and—the ‘open road’ before us!

A violent argument as to which routes we should take had broken out between Merly and Old Shady—both of whom wished to go in different ways. The old man, with the caution of age, wanted to shuttle back on the roads he had just left—mostly, I suppose, for the feeling of security that they afforded him. Whilst Merly wanted to go on down to Somerset after all and meet up with Daniel and some of his uncles and aunts and cousins who were travelling in that country.

At first I thought the two would reach an agreement and go the same way, but instead each seemed to become more and more stubborn.

It only left me to make up my mind which route we should follow—if either. After a hasty consultation with Beshlie we decided to go with Merly as we had no wish to retrace our steps over the roads we had just left. The high hills and bleak country of that part of Wiltshire seemed too open and windswept to us then, and the comforting thought of the ‘down country’ farther west appealed to us. We would follow the roads to Somerset.

‘You must goo yer own way, brother—but I shouldn’t goo down in that country at this time o’ the year. If the rains start comin’ you shall sure to be drownded out, wi’ the mud an’ water up to your necks.’

But minds were made up all round; and we wished each other good luck and moved forwards out of the old Roman road, Merly and ourselves going one way, and Old Shady and Noah, with the younger boys, taking the other.

We were making two roads of it.

Glossary

Glossary of Romani and Slang used in the text



	Atch
	stop



	Atchin-tan
	stopping place



	Bar
	pound (money)



	Chavies
	children



	Chinning
	cutting, or shaving off bark from withies



	Chop
	to trade, exchange



	Chor
	to steal



	Dik akai
	look here, see here



	Diklo
	scarf, neckerchief



	Dinilo
	fool



	Dordi
	Oh, dear!



	Gaujo
	non-traveller



	Gawer or Gavmush
	policeman



	Grai
	horse



	Grasni
	mare



	Jal
	go



	Jukel
	dog



	Kenner
	house



	Koshties
	withies cut for peg-making



	Lelled
	caught or arrested



	Mong
	to beg



	Motto
	drunk



	Mullerdi
	haunted



	Mush
	man



	Nonny
	fool (slang, very old–fashioned)



	Putch
	to ask



	Rati
	night



	Shobi
	shop



	Shuvvler
	coat



	Stiripen
	prison



	Swisht
	married



	Tan
	place, or tent



	Tatting
	rag-collecting



	Trashed
	frightened



	Treader
	bicycle (slang)



	Yauker
	gun



	Yocks
	eyes



	Yog
	fire
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