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Introduction

The ”Travellers” are people who live a nomadic way of life. There are several Travelling communities, some of these groups are recognised as ethnic minorities (e.g. the Irish Travellers, the Scottish Travellers, the Roma etc.). In Britain, there live approx. 90 000 – 120 000 of the Travellers (excluding the Roma from eastern Europe; and it is not clear, whether there are Fairground, Circus and living on boats families and the New Age Travellers encompassed) in total.
  

There are several reasons that lead the Travellers to choose their way of life – nomadic way of life. It is possible to divide these reasons into two groups – I. voluntary decisions, II. external pressure, compulsions. Ad I.) e.g. preference of this lifestyle, protection against external influences, effort to preserve their culture, liking of feeling of freedom and independence, need of bread-and-butter, Ad II.) escape from state’s power, escape from victimisation etc.

Members of the Travelling communities do not stop being the Travellers when they end travelling and settle. It is a matter of self-identification, of identity, to be a Traveller. Circa half of the Travellers, mainly the Gypsy/Roma Travellers, are settled in Britain today, mostly in the South.
 

Traditions and customs

Travelling communities have many things in common – part of history, similar customs and traditions, and the same experience with the major society. 

The history and relations among Travelling communities and major society will be spoken about later (see a part about the Roma), now there will be Travellers‘ customs and traditions mentioned here. Many of these customs are of Indian - Roma - origin. There are several customs, which are the most important and the most peculiar. 

One of the main features of many of the Travelling communities’ culture and peculiarity in general is a custom of strict code of cleanliness. 

It perhaps had arisen from the need of some system, which would help to survive in bad conditions. This system is based on recognition of  ”clean” and ”unclean” matters. ”Unclean” have been things, which could jeopardise safety, identity or moral of Travellers (mainly Roma), i.e. external influences or inappropriate matters or behaviour in the community. Therefore everything ”external” – people and everything what is connected with them – is taken as ”unclean”, and it is the reason why, e.g. Travellers can not live in the same house, where non-Travellers lived, without ”cleaning” it up to be ”immaculate”. 

The Travellers keep their distance from the major community in all spheres, such as in occupations, health care, interpersonal relations, education, catering, cultural events… In internal relations this system indicates the relations between men and women mainly. The Travellers use special hygienic regulations and specific moral principles, e.g. adherence to the endogamy. 

Another feature is abhorrence from the ghosts of dead people. It is connected with the destruction of possessions of the dead.

Travellers’ society is young and children have always played an important role. Communities have their own social hierarchy; elder people are respected. 

The culture has been developed in such a way as to be taken with them, therefore there are many musical relics and only a little of written literature. The decorated wagons, called ”vardo”, were the most specific demonstration of Travellers’ culture, they became to be used in the 19th century in Balkan. In Britain, there were the most beautiful ones. They became to be an inspiration for today’s caravans.
   

Nomadic lifestyle could affect Travellers‘ behaviour and character. They have different scale of values, different perception of time, different perception of gender and interpersonal relations, and so on.
  

The Travellers have been discriminated in many spheres: they must fight for preservation of the sites for caravans, there is a lack of basic facilities on sites, they suffer from poor health and education… 

Types of Travelling communities

As it has been said, there are several types of Travelling communities: 

1) The Gypsies (according to Caravan Sites Act definition of the Gypsies, they are recognised as ethnic groups today) 

1.1) The Gypsies/Roma – circa 60, 000 persons 

a) the Gypsies/Roma – of Hungarian origin

b) the Romany/i chals (Romanichels) = Romanies
, 

c) the Kalé

d) the Roma from eastern Europe – the Kalderacha, the Lovara etc. 

1.2) The Gypsies/Irish Travellers – circa 8, 000 persons 

1.3) The Gypsies/Scottish Travellers – visit England circa 2, 000 persons /year

1.4) The Gypsies/Welsh Travellers

2) Fairground families (or Showpeople) – circa 10, 500 persons

3) The New Age Travellers – circa 6, 000 persons

4) Circus families – circa 2, 000 persons

5) The Bargees and 6) other families living on boats – circa 500 persons 

The terminology concerning the Travellers is rather complicated, and single expressions have been used quite arbitrarily, in general. 

The Gypsies/Irish Travellers 

It is estimated that 8, 000 – 15, 000 of them have been in England, circa 1, 500 of them are in Northern Ireland
. The first reliable report of their presence dates from 1850, however they had certainly started to travel there much earlier. Their origin is not very clear and there are many theories about it. Firstly they appeared before the 12th century in Ireland. They are recognised as an ethnic group today, both in the Irish Republic and Britain. They form the largest ethnic minority in the Irish Republic (circa 0,5% – 1% - 25, 000 – 30, 000 persons).
 

They were called various names, such as the “Tinkers”, the “Itinerants”, the ”Didikois” or the “Traders”. They call the ”Pavee” themselves. They have their own language, which is called the ”Cant”, the ”Gammon”, and academic term for it is the ”Shelta”. It has been influenced by Romani and English, and the Scottish Travellers use similar language. They are devoted Catholics. 
    

The term the ”Irish Travellers” or the ”Tinkers” became to be a symbol of the worst ”demerits” of the Travellers in general, and among the Travellers they are perceived as the ”worst”, the least pure Romany Travellers, half-breeds, who stand on the lowest traverse of the social ladder. As Okely said: ”In practice, the Irish label was conveniently attached to any Travellers coming up against the authorities…the Tinker became synonymous with every unpopular or stigmatised aspect of any Gypsy groups…”

The Gypsies/Scottish Travellers 

They visit England in number circa 2, 000 per year. They developed between the 16th and the 19th centuries in Scotland from intermarriages between local nomadic craftsmen and the Gypsies from France and Spain mainly.
 

The Gypsies/Welsh Travellers

Gypsies/Welsh Travllers are mainly considered to be of Indian or Romany origin. When mentioned, they are predominantly to be considered as Roma (the Romany chals and the Kalé) living in South Wales.
 

Fairground families (or Showpeople) 

These people are not ethnically different, but they differ with their lifestyle and culture from the major society. Fairs have long historical tradition in Britain. People who belong to this group have been merchants, musicians, jugglers, itinerant entertainers etc. Family is a working unit for them, children are valuable and form a part of this unit, and therefore they have been concentrated on work more than on education, which is further more difficult because of families’ nomadic lifestyle. They live in wagons, which are often ”generous in style and space, immaculately clean…”

They are associated in ”Showman‘s Guild of Great Britain”, which is from the 19th century. In winter, they stay on winter sites.
 The travelling season starts in spring and lasts till autumn. Because of that, their children attend school mainly in winter only, therefore. But they also study in boarding schools or they change schools during the journey.
 

Circus families

The first modern circus was noted in London in 1770. There are several famous circus families in Britain. Only in winter they do not travel for 1 – 3 months. The staff of the circus is often international, therefore it sometimes happens that children speak English as a second language. In comparison with Fairground families, they are more interested in education.
  

The New Age Travellers 

They are also called the ”New Travellers” or the ”Hippies”. They mostly took to a nomadic lifestyle in the 1960s. Their numbers have substantially grown in the last fifteen years. There are several reasons, which lead settled people to become nomadic, for example, it is poverty, unemployment, homelessness, or a desire to get back to the land, escape from material world, from inequality etc.
 They live in cohesive nuclear families. They live on different jobs – fine arts, craftwork, catering, entertaining professions etc.
 They live mainly in the South of England.
 They mostly stay on unauthorised caravan sites, and in winter they often stay on their own, their relatives’ or friends’ land. As other Travellers do, they lately travel more to foreign countries. On contrary to the other Travellers, these are interested in education, but similar to other Travellers they have worse conditions than major society to receive it.  

Because of disputes about sites, there are some tensions between the Gypsy Travellers and the New Age Travellers.
  

The Bargees and other families living on boats
There are only few of them in Britain. They live on the network of inland waterways or close to coast among harbours. Some of them live on one place only. Only eleven families with seventeen children in a school age are registered, and, in total, 115 of houseboats are registered in Britain.
 

The Gypsies/Roma
 and the terms ”Gypsy”, ”Roma”, ”Traveller”  

a) The Gypsies/The Roma – the Gypsies are of Hungarian origin mainly, and came to England as refugees after 1956. But they also include the Coppersmiths, whose ancestors came to England in the 1930s. They include circa 2, 000 persons. They respect traditions and old customs, but the majority of them live in houses today. They keep up Romani as their main language. 

b) The Romany chals, the Romanies (in Romani – ”people”, ”men” etc.) – the largest group, numbering over 50, 000 persons. They live in England and South Wales. They used to speak a dialect of Romani, but now speak a variety of English. They are descendants of ”indigenous” English Roma/Gypsies, who came to England in the 16th century. Most of them live in the Greater London.
 

c) The Kalé

They migrated to North Wales from England in the 17th and 18th centuries; they are descendants of the Woods and other families. They number circa 300 persons today. Until recently they had spoken Romani. 

d) The Roma from Eastern Europe – the Ludari, the Kalderash, etc. – came to England in recent times, mostly in the 20th century and often after 1989. They have obtained a refugee status mostly, or they have been waiting for the decision about their case.   

The Roma (The Romany chals in Britain mainly) formed originally one of the Indian castes. The original caste was made up from several tribes and groups, and similar division has mostly been kept up to now. This is not fully valid in Britain and the Irish Republic, because there is a geographical division sometimes preferred, i.e. ”the English Roma/Gypsies”, ”the Welsh Roma/Gypsies”, ”the Irish Roma/Gypsies” and ”the Scottish Roma/Gypsies”, among the Travellers themselves, mainly in case of delimitation  against foreign Traveller groups
.  


Reasons, which led to Roma’s escape from India are not known, there are several theories about it  (such as raid of other tribes). The Roma were coming to Europe from the South and there the term “Zigeuner = le Tsigan = Zingaro…” was born during their journey, which developed from the word ”Atsinganoi”, how their vicinity mistakenly called the Roma.
 


Mainly during the 20th century, this word acquired race and other negative denotations. 


The Roma came to Europe in about the 9th – 14th century and in Britain they appeared in the 16th century. They were thought to be the Egyptian pilgrims and therefore called the ”Gypsies” (”Egypsies” = ”Egyptians”).
 The only correct name used at present, mainly in the political framework, is the ”Roma” or the ”Romanies” (details are bellow). An expression ”Gypsy” has been used for all nomadic people in Britain (present prevailing term is a ”Traveller”) and the Romanies were and have sometimes been taken as part of the whole group of nomads only. 

The term ”Gypsy” (sometimes written as ”Gipsy”, ”gipsy”, ”gypsy”)
 stands for ”nomad” in general (as a synonym to this word) or ”Rom” – a member of the ethnic group – used in a pejorative meaning in Britain.
 

The only existing British official definition of the expression ”Gypsy” is in 1968 Caravan Sites and Control of Development Act. It results from this Act that a ”Gypsy” is 

any person living nomadic way of life, irrespective of their race and ethnic origin.

However, the development of the understanding of this term has not been facile in the British legislation. There are also other legislative regulations anyway. 

There is a judgement relating to Mills versus Cooper case (the Supreme Court, 1967), which asserts that ”Gypsy” means a person who lives nomadic way of life, who has no stabile occupation and no stabile dwelling. It seems to be, that a Rom, who lives a settled way of life and works, is not a ”Gypsy”, according to this allegation. 

And there is a judgement relating to Commission for Racial Equality versus Dutton case (the Court of Appeal, 1988). The Court adjudged that terms ”Traveller” and ”Gypsy” are not synonyms and that the ”Gypsies” are a racial group by 1976 Race Relation Act. But there is also written, that any people travelling in motor vehicles and living nomadic or wandering way of life could be called ”Gypsies” in the broader sense, in a substantiation of this judgement.
 

It results from this, that the term ”Gypsy” could designate any nomad in today’s English, but that it does not mean that the Roma are not recognised as an ethnic group in Britain. 

The Roma originally formed one of the Indian castes, the name of which was ”Doma”. The word ”Roma” developed from this expression. In 1971, at the first International Romany Congress, the ”Roma” was ordained to be the only right uniform designation of the Romany ethnic group. This word is an ethnonym and it means a ”man” (”men”), ”people”. 

However, the Roma do not form one homogenous unit, they are divided into several groups and subgroups with their own names and specific identities. These groups sometimes seem to be separate ”sovereign” societies. Major society sometimes adopted their names and started to call them with these expressions, irrespective of the fact, that they are the Roma also. 

There often exists a plurality of identities of these groups’ members. 

The Romany tribes called themselves by ethnonyms, which mostly mean a “man”, ”group”, ”people” etc. (e.g. the ”Romany chals” in Britain).

Sometimes the vicinity uses the name of the subgroups (e.g. subgroups of the Olach Roma - the Kalderash, the Lowara etc.). 

Some travelling groups (both the Roma and non-Roma) are called (sometimes mistakenly) by their job or lifestyle (e.g. the ”Woonwagenbewoners” in the Netherlands, the ”Tinkers” in Ireland etc.) or by their family name (e.g. the Coppersmiths) in Europe. 

And there exist non-Roma travelling groups, which are designated by their national origin (the Irish Travellers, the Scottish Travellers etc.).
 

Lately, the term ”Traveller” (”traveller”, ”Travelling communities”) is preferred to designate any member of travelling communities in Britain. It is used mainly since 1980s. 

This term sounds more neutral, because it does not contain ethnical denotations.
  

History of the Roma in Britain

The Roma form the biggest group of the Travellers, and they may represent one of the oldest. Therefore we can demonstrate the fate of the Travellers on them. 

At the very beginning of their life in current Great Britain, the Roma were thought to be the Egyptian Christian pilgrims and as such respected and admired for their handicraft skills and abilities. But other people also felt repulsion because of their different style of life. Before their arrival to England, there were already other nomadic groups there (tinkers, quacks, hawkers etc.), and the Roma were often confused with them, which had continued long time. During the centuries, the Roma mixed with other nomadic groups, but they preserved their own identity. 

Later the Roma were rejected and even persecuted, which was a usual practice in other European countries too. They were haunted as the Roma and as vagabonds too. There existed special ”anti-Roma” legislation and ”anti-vagabond” legislation. Since the 16th century, there was an effort to eliminate vagabonds in all Europe emerging, mainly in Britain, where there was a strict policy established. Part of this policy was comprised by deportations of the Roma to colonies, to Scandinavia etc. However, some Roma went to colonies voluntarily too. 
 At the end of the 18th century (1783) main persecution of the Roma in Britain was relinquished but later they had to behave according to the same laws valid for all nomads and vagabonds. 

But some of  ”anti-Roma” acts were abolished as late as the 19th and the 20th centuries, however they had not been used in practice long time before.
  

The 19th century signified a big change for the Travellers. Scientific and ”pseudoscientific” interest about indigenous and exotic nations appeared, Romanticism arose interest about Romany culture etc. Since the 19th century, the British legislation has paid attention to nomads, to their education, hygienic conditions etc. But on the other hand, beginning of the new era of industrialisation and modernisation presented many problems for the Travellers. Their life conditions were getting worse, they lost their traditional jobs (handicraft skills, like smithery, agricultural works, tinkering, fortune-telling, playing music, horse selling etc.) and many of them started to live a settled life in camps around big cities.
 


The Travellers had to concentrate on urban activities, for instance they started scraping metal. Often they had to work seasonally. 

Since that time, they have stayed in winter quarters in winter.   

The 20th century was also full of changes for the Travellers, their situation improved, for example after the Second World War their situation had started to get better, although it had not lasted long, there were many possibilities to work, many people were living in provisional dwellings, because their houses were destroyed in war, and the Travellers living in wagons were not so outstanding as at other times, new labour government had more liberal approach to minorities, and after long time the Parliament was dealing with the Travellers’ topics for the first time.
 Since the 1960s, the international organizations have been concerned with the Travellers’ topics, the Romany emancipation as a European nation has started to be an issue (see Declaration IRU 1990), and from the 1970s, Britain has tried to face up discrimination and racism more effectively (e.g. 1976 Race Relation Act, 2000 Race Relation Act Amendments).
 

On the other hand, the Travellers took part in the both World Wars, men were fighting and women were working in factories, they also suffered from bombing, and so on.
 In the 1960s, the Travellers fetched up in a crisis, because there were only 3 caravan sites in Britain in 1964, which led to the effort to improve the Travellers’ life conditions, which culminated with 1968 Caravan Sites Act, requiring local authorities to make caravan sites.
 

  During the last decade of the 20th century, the situation of the Travellers in Britain has turned for the worse because of rigorous anti-nomadic legislation, e.g. 1994 Criminal Justice and Public Order Act, repealing of 1968 Caravan Sites Act. There were many worsening provisions established, and there are voices that the Travellers definitively lost their freedom.
 The development of the Traveller legislation depends on the fact, which political party forms the government. The Conservatives are for eliminating of travelling, but the Labour Party, who was criticising them, has not done a lot for the Travellers’ benefits, when it became the strongest party. 

Conclusion

In spite of the effort of many actors, including NGOs, the Travellers are still discriminated in Britain, the number of sites still decrease, and the Travellers are sometimes violently driven away.  

The Travellers have their place in contemporary period as well. They can bring old values, such as freedom, tradition, and emotional perception, into today’s post-modern, post-industrial time.   

Material world in a hurry should learn many things from the nomads – mainly ability to prefer intellectual wealth to material. 


Liégeois even writes that the Travellers are more able to adapt themselves to present time and future than other people. Their mobility, adventurousness, utilisation of the spare time, education of children, number of children etc. could contribute to change their lifestyle into a new life philosophy, which could be appropriate for non-Travellers, too.
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