Fact Sheet on Gypsies & Travellers

The Travellers who came to be known as ‘Gypsies’ ‘were the first…. Asian immigrants to Europe’1 and had migrated from India round 1000AD, with the first of three main waves arriving in Britain 4 or 5 centuries ago (the second at the end of the 19th century & the third in the 1960’s). These early Gypsies had an itinerant economy & specialised in metal - working, fortune telling, craft making & musicianship. Their preference for self employment soon earned them the antipathy of some of the most powerful groups in society at the time, as such economic independence was perceived as a rejection of the master servant relationship inherent in the guilds’ monopoly of production, as well as a ‘carnivalesque incitement to disorder2.

There is some controversy around why they are called Gypsies, with many claiming that European states believed they had come from Egypt, perhaps fleeing religious persecution, and that ‘Gypsy’ is an adaptation of ‘Egyptian’.

Their dark skin colour provided a ready focus for discrimination & the ‘race’ dimension is clearly evident in popular mythology of the time. The subsequent stereotyping of Gypsies invoked fears of the ‘Black Heathen’ alongside themes of idleness, indiscipline & depravity, themes, which persist to this day. Thus, the historical oppression of Gypsy people can be seen to have ethnic, racial & class bases.

Gypsies, and indeed other Travelling communities, traditionally relied, & to a certain extent still do, on seasonal farm work, hawking & horse dealing for economic stability. In recent years, with the advancement of technology & more & more use of machinery, these communities have found it less easy to find work on farms. In more recent years it has proved even more difficult for these communities to find seasonal agricultural work with the opening of European borders & the arrival of migrant workers who are being employed to do this work at far reduced rates.

For Gypsies & Travellers their nomadic lifestyle has many functions, travelling from fair to fair & place to place allows for social association & organisation with other family members & friends. As well as this, travelling has an equally important economic role allowing for trading & agricultural work as Kenrick & Bakewell observe ‘For Gypsy people work is not an end in itself but a means of earning money whilst staying independent’. Independence requires mobility & adaptability, the Gypsies have adapted their trades successfully to growing industrialisation rarely having one single occupation but practising a combination of trades, such as scrap collecting, tarmacking, hawking & fortune telling. Because these trades also require minimum equipment it enables the community to remain mobile. 

Under the RRA 1976 Gypsies are defined as belonging to a ‘racial group’ & yet comparatively few people are aware of the culture or the language.  A lot of the cultural values of Romany Gypsies are shared by other Travelling communities & these include:

· Nomadism

· The dominant position of the family & extended families

· Early & close kin marriage

· Work patterns

· Rituals surrounding death & marriage

· Relationships with the dominant settled society

· Language

· The experience of discrimination

1. Acton, Gypsy Politics & Social Change (Routledge, Kegan Paul, 1974)

2. Stewart, The Puzzle of Roma Persistence (University of Hertfordshire Press 1997)

Useful Organisations 

Friends, Families and Travellers

Community Base

113 Queens Road

Brighton BN1 3XG

Tel: 01273 234777

Fax: 01273 234778

Email: fft@communitybase.org
Web:  www.gypsy/traveller.org
Gypsy Council

Greenacres Caravan Park

Hapsford

Helsby

Warrington  WA6 0JS

Tel/Fax: 01928 723138

Gypsy Council for Education, Culture, Welfare & Civil Rights

C/o Aveley Clinic

Hall Road,

Aveley

Romford  RM15 4HD

Tel/Fax: 01708 868986

Email: Thegypsycouncil@btinternet.com
Web:  www.thegypsycouncil.org
Irish Traveller Movement in Britain

Banderway House

156 – 162 Kilburn High Road

London NW6 4JD

Tel/Fax: 020 7625 2255

Email: noelettekeaneitm@hotmail.com
Labour Campaign for Traveller Rights

C/o 25 Clarence Road

London N22 8PG

National Association of Gypsy Women

C/o Rachel Ingham

The CVS Building

Church Road

Darlington

Co Durham  EL1 5QD

Tel: 01325 240033

Traveller Advice Team

Community Law Partnership

4th Floor, Ruskin Chambers

191 Corporation Street

Birmingham   B4 6RP

LSC funded advice line: 0845 120 2980

Tel: 0121 685 8595

Fax: 0121 236 5121

Email: office@communitylawpartnership.co.uk
Travellers Aid Trust

PO Box 16h

Llangynderyn

Kidwelly  SA17 5YT

Tel/Fax: 01269 870621

Email: info@travellersaidtrust.org
Web:  www.travellersaidtrust.org
Travellers’ School Charity

PO Box 2

Goodwick

Pembrokeshire  SA64 0ZQ

Tel: 01437 532432

Web: www.travellersschool.plus.com
Travellers Times

The Rural Media Company

Sullivan House

72 – 80 Widemarsh Street

Hereford   HR4 9HG

Tel: 01432 344039

Fax: 01432 270539

Email: travellerstimes@ruralmedia.co.uk
Web:  www.travellerstimes.org.uk
Cardiff Gypsy & Traveller project

114 Clifton Street

Roath

Cardiff  CF24 1LW

Tel/Fax: 029 2021 4411

European Roma Rights Centre

Web: www.errc.org
