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    The life of travellers … is a communal life lived to its fullest extent.
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      To Beshlie

   



      
      

‘When we stop travelling, the first thing in mind

      It’s tent-rods and ridge-poles we now got to find.

      We tied the old pony’s legs, and away he did go.

      Where shall we find him? The Lord only knows.

      We got up next morning, and sarched all around.

      Where did we find him? We found him in pound.

      We jalled to the old rai, and what did he say?
      

      Pack up your old trap, and clear right away!’

   



      INTRODUCTION

      Few Open Roads

      To the Romani, depending upon his own geographical location, England is divided into two parts: ‘up the country’ and ‘down
         the country’. The inhabitants he divides even more sharply as between Romanies or ‘travellers’ (who may even lead a sedentary
         life, the blood being the deciding factor) and the rest: non-Romanies or ‘non-travellers’ – the gaujes.
      

      The world of the travelling-people is, to a very large extent, a secret world of well-defined habits and traditions. It is
         built up on intricate patterns of family relationships, and so conservative is it that the majority of travellers move about
         only over their own territories, scarcely covering any ‘strange country’ in the course of a lifetime. Yet such travellers
         often go unrecognised by the gaujes in whose districts they have spent all their lives. This is due in part to constant changes of wagons and horses, and in part to strong ‘family resemblances’, for to a greater or lesser extent most Romanies
         are in-bred, first cousins often ‘going together’ for several generations. Different members of each family usually have the
         same roads and their routes stretch from place to place like rabbit runs, crossing here and there on to other travellers’
         territories. There are, of course, a few exceptions – travellers who have longer and more varied routes which sometimes stretch
         over three and four counties, but this is comparatively rare and only happens when they have travelled with families other
         than their own. But should a well-meaning gaujo inquire of a traveller where his paths lie he will almost invariably be met with the vastly exaggerated reply: ‘Why, sir,
         I gits about all over the country, sir. From one end to t’other, sir.’
      

      As a part-Romani only – taken away from the roads in childhood, drawn back in early manhood – my life is perhaps more fundamentally
         complex than that of most other travellers, the majority of whom have known only one form of existence. And so, for good or
         bad, I am able to appreciate – if not approve of – the distaste felt and expressed by so many gaujes for our people’s rough wagons and for the straggling, noisy, litter-strewn encampments on the roadsides or in their lanes.
         But though our presence may breed a feeling of dislike, suspicion and unease, such feelings are more than returned by both
         the adults and the children of our camps. For while the gaujes sit in the safety and comfort of their homes, plotting ways to see that we are moved on again, we wait, living always on our nerves, waiting for the arrival of the inevitable policeman or farmer to force our departure – sometimes
         from two or even three places in one day. It is then that the traveller’s life is hard and unenviable. The gavmush may not arrive for two or three days, but his eventual appearance is inevitable, and it is the uncertainty which preys on us all, causing us to be always on the alert, aware that
         by our very way of living we are almost certainly breaking some small bylaw or rule. We have, it is true, few responsibilities,
         but the popular conception of the carefree quality of the ‘open road’ is not for us.
      

      Innocent but well-meaning souls periodically inquire whether we travel during the winter months as well as in the summer.
         That is a sad question; sad because, as every traveller is only too well aware, stopping-places where one may remain unmolested
         for even a week or two are hard enough to find; and it is virtually impossible to find a permanent resting-place for the whole
         winter. There are places of which Romanies optimistically and with misplaced confidence say, ‘You can bide there till you’m
         grey-headed,’ but even these rarely allow of a stay of more than three weeks at the outside. Except when snow is falling we
         continue moving all through the year. The most depressing of climatic conditions, without doubt, are the winter spells of
         rain. Then mud is our enemy. Once it gets on the boots it is caught by the trouser leg or skirt hem and, like a foul disease, it spreads, gradually working
         its way all over one’s body. It finds its way into anything that is put down on the ground: into the water-carriers, the kettles,
         into the food-hamper, and all over the harness. It covers the coats of the dogs, matting and discolouring them, cakes itself
         on the feathers of the bantams, and causes a great melancholy to descend upon all livestock except pigs! It seeps up into
         the wagon, and even on to the bedding, driving the oldest and hardiest travellers into a mood of profanity and great sorrow.
         Beshlie, with whom I travel the roads of the south counties of England and who is a non-Romani and possesses a great love
         of prettiness and colour, finds it more distressing than do most of our people.
      

      During wet spells a move may be an act of escape rather than an act of necessity. On some such wretched occasions as these
         our wagon may have sunk almost to the axles when we have been stopping on soft spongy ground, and then our horse has had to
         heave and strain to shift the wagon from the clinging grasp of mud and water, hauling us out at last, splashed and cold, on
         to the hard road. I have known wagon locks to snap under such pressure – the horse and shafts leaping forward, leaving the
         wagon still firmly embedded in the mud. Travellers should learn by such experiences – but few do. Pull-ins are too scarce for one to be over-fastidious about their condition. It is
         all part of the façade of bravado and boastfulness which most Romanies erect in connection with the staying power of their horses and the solidity of their wagons.
         Other people’s horses may be ‘dead-napskins’, refusing to pull out of soft places and liable to fall. Other people’s wagons
         may stick fast or break up. But theirs – never! It is, of course, a fallacy, and one for which I have fallen as badly as anyone
         else.
      

      Whether one is travelling in a group with other wagons and families or whether one is on one’s own, the problem of living
         – and of making a living – is with us all the time. One of the great paradoxes of the life of the traveller is that although
         he is usually less likely to be moved on if he can find a remote and isolated stopping-place where his presence may go unnoticed,
         it is nevertheless essential that he should stop fairly close to other human habitations in order that the women may go out
         hawking. For this, built-up areas are preferable. Scattered houses are of little use for ‘calling’, as for every one householder
         who likes, or may buy from, Romanies, there are ten who hate or distrust us and will turn us away.
      

      I frequently experience considerable rudeness and abuse when calling at houses – very often before I have even been given
         the opportunity of stating the nature of my visit. Doors have been slammed in my face, dogs set on me, and I have been threatened
         with the police. It is very depressing. The Romani today is undoubtedly on the lowest rung of society’s ladder, and people who have climbed a rung or two higher dislike them intensely. It is these prejudices, and the difficulties
         they cause, that drive so many Romani men when out ‘ragging’ or scrap-collecting to avoid the colourful appendages to the
         traditional traveller’s costume. And so the ear-rings and bright neckerchiefs have now largely disappeared, except round the
         camp-fire or on Sundays or at fairs. Not all the men, of course, have given up wearing these things – I have not myself –
         but the exceptions are usually those who do not engage in any ‘calling’ themselves, leaving such occupations to their sons or wives.
      

      Life for us passes swiftly; evenly in its manner, unevenly in its surroundings. Our wagon and our animals are all that stand
         for home. The stopping-places are transient, to be judged according to their provision of wood or grazing and, for Beshlie
         and me, who are more fastidious than some, by their degree of privacy and seclusion. Many travellers, however, fear isolation
         and remoteness; they worry for fear of ‘ghosties’ and of ‘lonely ole places’. Many are the ‘children of nature’ riddled with
         superstition and archaic beliefs, who crave a security they will never know. And they stay in groups, for ever fearing loneliness.
      

      As a part-Romani only – and therefore, by rights, assigned to the ignominious ranks of the diddikais – I am by instinct and inclination drawn to the ways and to the life of the travelling-people. Yet, at the same time, the gaujo part of me rebels and discriminates against the raggle-taggle, senselessly unmethodical ways in which the travellers conduct
         their lives.
      

      One of the commonest accusations levelled against travellers – and one which brings down much unnecessary wrath on their own
         heads – is that they have a habit of leaving their regular stopping-places littered with every conceivable kind of rubbish
         – old tins, rags, bottles, old iron, bicycle frames, prams, bits of harness, and even old wagons. But this, I fear, is simply
         due to a complete lack of aesthetic values, a primitive outlook in fast-moving times, and it is unlikely that it will ever
         be remedied. It is part of the unseeing, unminding, rough, coarse outlook which must have been evident in London and other
         large towns at the time of the plague. This is brought into still sharper relief today by the nation’s obsession with tidiness
         and neatness which, if carried to extremes, may prove more depressing than the rougher, less methodical ways of the past.
         But when we are stopping in company with a lot of other travellers I am forced to admit that a stopping-place fouled with
         rubbish, decaying food and human excreta – always left uncovered behind the nearest hedge or bush – is hardly either romantic
         or healthy. It is mainly for these reasons, and because large encampments are terribly noisy, that Beshlie and I do not remain
         at all times with other travellers, often preferring to be on our own.
      
On the other hand, of course, it is the travellers’ complete inability to absorb change or new ideas in any form that has
         kept them true to their traditional existence – a life within a life; and it is often their very clinging to the past, and
         to many of the worst kinds of bygone superstitions and beliefs, that causes them to be so scorned, disliked and even feared
         today.
      

      Often, when we have been stopping with others, squatting round the fire in the evening half-light with the heavy ominous shapes
         of the wagons as a backcloth, my glance has passed round my companions, noting their dark seamed faces, their glittering eyes
         and their mat clothing. With the conversation flying to and fro in guttural spasmodic gusts and with the insanity that is
         present in so many travellers briefly leaping into view, I have seen the reason for fear. I have listened to tiny children,
         hand-rolled cigarettes clutched in their fingers, cursing one another roundly or making observations that would be well calculated
         to shock even a barrack-room audience by their frankness concerning human relationships. I have listened to such talk so long
         and so often that it now seems quite unremarkable, and I have realised that basically it cannot matter. Fear is out of place, and the only way in which the company can affect us personally – and that is true
         of any travellers – is the difficulty which confronts Beshlie when she tries to concentrate on her illustration work.
      

      The life of travellers is completely devoid of privacy in any form. It is a communal life lived to its fullest extent. The individualist cannot wholly admire the life as in it no true
         individuality exists for him to admire. Everyone is part of a larger family pattern. Perhaps it is partly this factor which
         appears to have discouraged gaujes from ever really taking to the life. In all my years on the roads I have not once encountered a person without a trace of Romani blood living
         and travelling permanently with a horse-drawn wagon. There are a few romantics who live in Romani caravans, often on sites for which they
         pay rent, and there are even a few people who go away for brief holidays with horse-drawn vans – but they do not really count.
         Theirs is the life of the dilettante and it is untrue and false.
      

      Few house-dwellers can comprehend the sacrifices that such an existence entails – particularly to a completely non-Romani
         like Beshlie. We have not entered a theatre or cinema for eight years. We can very rarely both leave the wagon at the same
         time, unless we are staying with other travellers. We have no television – and have only recently acquired a wireless, having
         been without one for two years. As we are constantly moving we are unable to patronise laundries; and we have no amenities
         at all – no wash-basins, sinks, or running water. All water has to be carried, sometimes for considerable distances and often
         from rather dubious cattle troughs. We can entertain only other travellers or crankish friends of hardy disposition and physique
         who regard an evening in mid-February spent in the open around a camp-fire as exhilarating – and such are rare! In common
         with most other travellers I have not had a bath for as many years as I can remember. But the reader need not worry unduly
         about this: the skin scales off naturally, and this process, combined with fairly frequent changes of clothing, proves entirely
         adequate. I might also mention the lack of sanitary arrangements which, although no worry, can cause some discomfort in very
         chilly weather.
      

      The great point is that in a life which might, to the uninitiated, seem boring and slow, the one shortage is time. We are for ever fighting time, and even more fiercely during the winter months when so much activity has to be crammed in
         between the long hours of darkness. The very essentials of living – wooding, water-fetching, harness maintenance, wagon repairs,
         looking after the horses – demand an enormous amount of time; all these processes take in the aggregate hours from the day.
         And these chores are secondary to the actual business of travelling about and endeavouring at the same time to earn sufficient
         money to keep alive. The years spin by with astounding rapidity, our calendar being mainly marked by the gradually diminishing
         horse-sales and fairs.
      

      Often, as we survey our few personal possessions – few of necessity thanks to the eternal battle against carrying excess weight
         in any form lest the wagon should be too great a load for a horse to pull – we realise that, even in our small world, much is set against our way of life and against that of all
         travelling people. Yet we are the last links with independence and self-sufficiency in an over-organised country. Shuffling
         along our own courses, we elude to a great extent the tentacles of officialdom which seek to enclose everyone within their
         grasp, plotting their lives by standards and times and dates. We are free from many futilities, from the ‘eleven-plus’ examination
         to National Service and thence to the Old-Age Pension – tabbed and indexed all the way.
      

      Freedom, we are told, is every man’s heritage – yet how few achieve it and how few exploit it.




      PART I

      Roadside Eastertide
’Vizes Fair
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      Roadside Eastertide

      
      1

      
      Beshlie and I had been moving steadily for some weeks, savouring with great joy the early spring days; for that is probably
         the pleasantest period of the year for our people, with new and plentiful grass for the horses and with the chill of winter
         gradually losing its hold. We were in a corner of Wiltshire hitherto unknown to us and, with the hazards of unknown hills
         and slippery roads ahead of us, the going was a little difficult, especially as we had met no other travelling-people for
         over a week from whom to ask directions about roads suitable for our mode of transport. Our plan was to fill in time for a
         few weeks until Devizes Spring Fair in mid-April. It was, however, unwise to travel too close to the town until immediately
         before the Fair as the district round Devizes was notoriously inhospitable to Romanies. It was the Thursday prior to Good
         Friday and we were nearing the small town of Trowbridge. Suddenly the mare’s ears pricked and I saw a tiny governess cart, drawn by a little fast-trotting,
         odd-coloured pony, approaching us from the opposite direction. As it drew closer we could distinguish two Romani women seated
         in it; and as it came closer still we saw that they were quite young, one very dark skinned with black hair, the other fairer.
         Their hair was in braids and bright silver rings flashed on their fingers. Two large hawking baskets filled with pegs were
         also in the little tub-cart, and they were on their way out to a neighbourhood in which to hawk them. The fairer woman, who
         was driving, pulled the pony to a halt almost beside our wagon, and I jumped down from the footboard and walked over to speak
         to them.
      

      
      ‘How you gittin’ on?’ asked the black woman, her eyes scanning our turn-out with interest.

      
      They were strangers to me – as I was to them.

      
      ‘Ain’t too bad,’ I replied, returning their curious gaze. ‘What’s this country like for ’atchin’ tans?’
      

      
      ‘’Tis terrible country, brother,’ answered the fairer one, her voice harsh and rough. ‘The gavvers’ll run you to death.’
      

      
      ‘Is it as bad as it is around ’Vizes?’ I inquired.

      
      ‘Wusser,’ replied the black woman, smiling.

      
      ‘These Wiltshire police are bad, they won’t let you stop anywhere,’ I remarked. ‘Is this your country or are you waiting for
         the Fair, like us?’
      

      
      ‘You’m right – that’s wot we’m a-hangin’ about fer,’ agreed the black woman. ‘Cah! This ain’t my country – ’tis a terrible ole place to bide in. There ain’t no places to stop, man.’
      

      
      ‘Which part is you from?’ asked the fair one.

      
      ‘Devon, Somerset – down that part mostly,’ I said.

      
      ‘I ain’t never bin down that country, though I’ve heerd some of me delations talk of it. Nice ole country, ain’t it?’

      
      ‘Parts of it are,’ I said. ‘How many are there of you stopping together now?’

      
      ‘There’s me sister, here,’ said the black woman, nodding at her companion, ‘an’ there’s a few other verdos along of us besides.’
      

      
      ‘By the road?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Yeah, just agin the road on a wide green. Why don’t you come an’ have a day or two ’long wi’ us?’

      
      ‘’Twould be a bit o’ comp’ny fer you, wouldn’t it?’ murmured the fair one, putting into words the eternal fear of all Romanies
         – the fear of being left alone.
      

      
      ‘Yes, all right, we’ll have a day or two with you,’ I agreed, for we had been alone for a long time. ‘How do you get to where
         you’re stopping?’
      

      
      ‘We’m agin the Bratton wide-roads – anyone’ll tell you where we’m to.’

      
      ‘But you tell me,’ I insisted, ‘then I can’t go wrong. This is strange country to me.’ For I knew from experience how difficult it
         can be to locate other travellers when one is on strange roads.
      

      
      
      ‘’Tis easy to foller,’ said the black one. ‘Why, you goes on down this road, an’ right on through the town till you comes
         to the stop-an’-go lights. Then you turns right there an’ keeps a-goin’ till you gits to the cross. An’ then you goes straight
         over the cross an’ turns left-handed an’ keeps straight the way on till you comes to the public called the Black Bull. Then
         jest past the public there’s a dee-little road wot turns off to the right – an’ iffen you follers him on fer ’bout half a
         mile you’ll see the wagons on yer left hand. Why ’tis easy to git there, brother. ’Tain’t above three miles away, ain’t that
         the truth, Polly?’
      

      
      Her sister nodded in agreement, and they ran through the entire directions again lest we had not fixed them firmly in our
         heads.
      

      
      ‘We’ll see you later. Kushti bok!’ called the black one, and they drove off.
      

      
      I re-crossed the road, climbed back on the footboard and we started once more towards Trowbridge. The narrow streets of the
         little town were packed with traffic, and the pavements were overflowing with people scurrying in and out of the shops, trying
         to complete their Easter shopping. Luckily it is a flat town and so we were not bothered and hindered by steep gradients or
         other difficulties unknown to the motorist. I led the mare steadily through the town centre, our presence causing no little
         astonishment to other road users and to pedestrians – to most of whom the sound of a horse’s hooves was but a fading memory. We scraped through between two enormous motor-vans, parked opposite each other in
         the narrow main street, missing one by perhaps the greater part of an inch. However, unscathed if somewhat shattered in spirit,
         we gradually emerged from the worst of the town and began to attempt to follow the instructions we had been given. Eventually
         we neared our destination – or so we thought – and saw a sign-post pointing to Bratton. The post did not coincide exactly
         with the directions given us by the black woman. Deciding, however, that she had probably made a mistake we determined to
         follow the direction of the sign-post. All went well for some time. Then, on turning a sharp bend in the road, we suddenly
         found ourselves at the foot of a steep, glass-surfaced hill, stretching skywards ahead of us.
      

      
      Beshlie was for retracing our steps to the town’s outskirts to take the other road. But it was noon and I had no wish to go
         back over ground we had already covered.
      

      
      ‘We’ll get up it,’ I shouted optimistically.

      
      We dropped the wooden roller down so that it hung, dragging in readiness, behind the outer rear wheel; and then we set off
         up the incline. The mare climbed willingly until we were about half-way to the crest, though she sweated profusely in the
         hot sun. Then she slowed, her hooves slipping and slithering in an effort to retain a grip on the smooth surface. I quickly
         slewed the wagon right across the road and tried zig-zagging back and forth across its full breadth. Once … twice … then on the third crossing, the gradient increasing,
         the mare’s forefeet slipped in turn and she was only just able to regain her feet. She was almost down on her knees before
         I managed to jerk her upright and bring her to a standstill.
      

      
      ‘We’ll never get up – the surface is too bad,’ I shouted to Beshlie, myself sweating with tension and exertion. Hardly had
         I spoken when a large furniture removal van came down the hill and stopped beside us. Out jumped five men.
      

      
      ‘This is a bad hill, horses never come up here,’ one of them said.

      
      ‘We’re strangers here,’ I answered, ‘and we weren’t expecting this one.’

      
      ‘We’ll give you a push. Have another try,’ urged the man.

      
      So the five stationed themselves against the wagon’s back and sides, ready to heave. I started the mare forwards and, her
         eyes rolling slightly, we moved slowly upwards, gradually and steadily, until we had reached the crest. So five strong and
         generous men had done what a ‘sider’ pony would have accomplished. A ‘sider’ pony, as its name implies, is an extra pony which
         is harnessed alongside the horse in the shafts of a wagon to assist in drawing the load up excessively steep hills. Unfortunately,
         our own ‘sider’ had recently been killed, and at this time we had not the money to buy another. Therefore, thanking the five
         men sincerely, we continued somewhat shakily upon our way – discovering to our chagrin that we could have missed out the bad hill entirely had we followed
         the original directions given to us by the black woman. Our goal lay about three-quarters of a mile further on.
      

      
      Suddenly and unexpectedly the greater part of a hunt, both horses and hounds, trotted round a bend towards us and we were
         engulfed in their midst. Several of the tall graceful hunters reared in fright at the sight of our small equipage, and their
         immaculate riders had to use all their skill in horse-manship to pass us successfully and without loss of dignity. Some of
         the hunt members gazed balefully at us, not altogether pleased, we felt, to see anyone else using a horse on the roads.
      

      
      A short distance further and the road surface changed, and we were able to discern the tell-tale trails left by iron-bonded
         wheels. The numbers of the trails, crossing and overlapping each other, showed that many vehicles had recently passed that
         way. The marks made by wheels vary, of course, according to the material of the road and according to the amount of other
         traffic which uses it. The rubber tyres of motor vehicles act in much the same way as an eraser on paper, and it is not always
         possible to judge correctly the time that has elapsed since the tracks were made. However, practice in this purely Romani
         necessity greatly aids one’s accuracy.
      

      
      
      These tracks, it was clear, were not old and we could follow them easily. Soon we noticed the public-house, the Black Bull,
         and passing it, we drove on for about fifty yards. We then turned to the right down a narrow, little-used road that appeared
         to be acting mainly as a short cut from one hamlet to another. It was bordered by wide grass verges flush with the lane’s
         surface, and it was therefore easy for the wagons to pull off the road. There were tall hedges separating the verges from
         the fields and the lane wound snakily along. However, our ears were our guides, for we could gradually distinguish spasmodic
         bursts of singing, shouts, barks, screams from children, and occasionally the faint hollow note of an inferior gramophone.
         We knew that the travellers were close by.
      

      
      Rounding the next bend, we came upon the straggling encampment. Along the grass verge were strung out six wagons, three or
         four trolleys, and three tiny pony traps, while tethered at intervals along the opposite hedgerow were close on a dozen horses
         and ponies of all shades of colour and varying in size from the tiny to large thick vanner cobs. Several cross-bred dogs chained
         under the wagons began barking loudly and a swarm of children ran out to greet us – only to draw back in fright as Naylor,
         our Great Dane, growled and boomed menacingly at them.
      

      
      ‘Cah! Ain’t he a gurt jukel!’ shouted a small dark boy with long ragged black hair, adding awestruck: ‘Do ’e bite, mush?’
      

      
      
      ‘Certainly he does,’ I replied, and advised them not to come too close to the wagon.

      
      ‘Cah! He’m an ole beardy mush, like me Uncle ’Lijah,’ I heard one small girl exclaim on perceiving my stubble-covered features.

      
      I pulled the mare to a halt just before we reached the first wagon, which I rightly judged to belong to the black woman and
         her man. It was a tall lantern-roofed van – of the type that is known to Romanies as a ‘skylight verdo’ – and it had the most intricately carved underworks that I had ever seen in southern England, for it was made up entirely
         of carved horses’ heads, flowers, and horse-shoes; a work which must have cost the woodworker many months of labour. The wheels
         were yellow-painted, picked out in red; and their appearance was further enhanced by delightful archaic bell-shaped brass
         hubs – which have mostly, unfortunately, disappeared from the wagons in use today. It had been a fine ornate wagon, made probably
         during the rococo period of Victorian England – when exotic vans were produced whose over-ornate finish seemed to add so greatly
         to the romanticism of the ‘gypsies’. These wagons, together with the colour of their occupants (who were themselves so often
         clad in a vivid array of Victorian ladies’ cast-off clothing), served to spark off the flame of the super-romantic illusion
         with which so many artists and writers have since invested the Romanies. Nowadays, when such vehicles are neither made nor obtainable, the poor travelling people in lesser wagons are unendingly and unflatteringly compared with ‘the gypsies I
         remember when I was a child’. Yet I have never heard any gauji woman drawing such comparisons or suggesting that her own or her neighbour’s modern home or apparel is unlike that of her
         grandmother.
      

      
      Romanies have, for centuries, monged most of their clothing; and it is only their way of wearing clothes, plus a tendency to be fifty years behind the current fashions by inclination (women, for example, in
         very long skirts; men wearing neckerchiefs instead of ties, etc.), that distinguishes them from the gaujo. Thus, logically, as current fashions become less exotic so, in consequence, the Romanies receive less interesting garments
         when monging. It would be an error, however, to assume that Romanies do not either appreciate or like good clothes and fine materials. Indeed, most men of the race are quite dandified in their own way, and are very proud of their
         headgear and scarves – or any particularly pleasant garment which comes their way. Only recently I was lucky enough to have
         a very fine riding jacket presented to me as a gift. When I returned to the encampment it was much admired, and bids of more
         than five pounds were immediately made for it.
      

      
      Many of the older men, of course, with more money to spend, frequently have their trousers made in the old-fashioned way,
         with pipe-stem legs, raised seams, and fall-fronts. Such trousers are much esteemed, and I know from experience that they are very fine. Nowadays I always have my nether garments
         tailored for me in that manner.
      

      
      The black woman and her man were sitting by their fire in front of the van. The man, slight, pinch-faced and shifty-eyed,
         was making pegs.
      

      
      ‘You found us out, then,’ remarked the black woman, smiling. ‘Why don’t you draw in behind us there?’ And she pointed towards
         the back of her van.
      

      
      ‘Yeah, we found you out – but we only just made it,’ I replied, ignoring the last part of her statement and explaining our
         difficulties on the hill.
      

      
      ‘O my blessed Jesus!’ she exclaimed. ‘You come up Ironmonger’s Hill? Dordi, you took the wrong road, brother. Why didn’t you goo the ways wot we told you?’
      

      
      ‘Fairish ole pull up that hill,’ commented the man, rolling a cigarette, his eyes darting about our wagon and horse. ‘Ain’t
         a bad sort’ve an ole mare you’ve got there,’ he continued without showing too much approval. ‘I’ve a-got one tied up along
         there,’ he gestured down the lane, ‘that I might chop fer her, iffen you’ve a mind to have a deal.’
      

      
      And he deftly continued drawing lengths of hazel wood up and down against the steadily held peg-knife supported against his
         knee, paring off the bark in long clean slithers, preparatory to cutting them into lengths for the actual pegs. This paring
         of the hazel koshties is known as chinning and is accomplished with a razor-sharp knife which is generally made from the blade of an old kitchen-knife mounted in a wooden handle.
         The koshties are cut on a tiny block, sunk in the ground, with a knife which is struck by a wooden mallet. Contrary to the belief and
         knowledge of most gaujes a small measuring-stick is held – invisibly – in the hand during the cutting of each peg length – thus the uniformity of
         size is due to that rather than to ‘hawk-like’ eyesight and judgement as has been recorded by certain writers. Peg-making
         is largely a family business, each member doing his or her part in order to run up sufficient numbers to make the job worth
         while at all. At least a gross should be made in the hour.
      

      
      Returning to his question, ‘She’s not for trade,’ I answered firmly, for she was a mare that we had grown very fond of and
         she was sound, quiet and willing.
      

      
      The other wagons were all canvas-topped ‘open lots’, one being nothing more than a flat trolley with an old canvas sheet thrown
         clumsily over long hazel-rod hoops, quite open at the front. Another was long and low, tunnel-like, with a vivid Red Indianish
         jagged design painted along its sides, the whole being on tiny frail wheels. The rest were more usual and much superior –
         open lots with wooden fronts and backs, each painted in fairly bright colours which had grown shabby. The general effect,
         however, was not of colour but rather of shabbiness and neglect – and this equally applied to the wagons’ owners, whose smoke-yellowed
         faces, ragged, grimy clothes and rough unkempt appearance made them brigand-like of aspect and more villainous-looking than any other southern
         travellers I had ever seen.
      

      
      I led the mare up on to the verge and placed the wagon about fifteen feet away from the black woman’s, with its back to hers.
         We quickly unhitched the mare, removed her harness and hung it on the side of the wagon. Next I attached the tethering chain
         round her neck, and hammered in the stake a chain’s length from our wagon. The dogs were tied underneath the van. I then began
         pulling dead sticks from the hedgerow, hastening to light the fire, for we had had nothing to eat that day and it was nearly
         three o’clock.
      

      
      A few of the children still stood watching and questioning us a little, but they were mostly called away when it was seen
         that we were going to have a meal.
      

      
      ‘Mush!’ called the black woman’s husband, whose name was Samson. ‘Come and take a bit o’ fire.’

      
      I followed up his suggestion in order to save time and effort, and carried a flaming brand from their fire and placed it among
         some small dry twigs which I had ready. In a few minutes the fire was blazing readily and the kettle was hanging on the crane
         amid the leaping flames. We had luckily taken the precaution of filling our water-carrier at a friendly cottager’s well that
         morning, so that I was saved the extra task of having to find water.
      

      
      Beshlie quickly plucked and cleaned two wood-pigeons that I had shot with a catapult the previous day, and dropped them into the stew-pot, with some rice, potatoes and a few onions.
         I tossed a lump of bread and some bones under the wagon for the two dogs, who were becoming somewhat restive at the sight
         and sound of so many other dogs.
      

      
      I built up a large fire and the stew-pot’s contents were soon cooked, and even more quickly eaten. Soon after we had finished
         and had rubbed over the greasy plates with a rag – water being too scarce – several of the travellers came up to our yog and joined us, squatting in a circle round its heat. After some little conversation I discovered that three of the women
         and at least four of the men were closely related to Romanies whom I knew well, and with whom we had often travelled.
      

      
      A tiny triangular-faced woman, whose piercing eyes seemed to hang over her cheekbones and whose features were framed in flat
         braided hair parted in the centre in a wavering line, discovered that her sister Eldorai, whom she had not seen for five years,
         had often spoken of me when last they met.
      

      
      ‘Me sister Eldi, wot I ain’t a-seed these last five years, said about yous. An’ ain’t she got the wagon wot used to be yourn?’

      
      ‘That’s right,’ I agreed. ‘I sold it to a gaujo for eighty pounds, and then they bought it from him about a year later.’
      

      
      ‘There now! Weren’t it right wot I tole you?’ And she thumped her man’s arm vehemently. ‘How is me sister, young man?’
      

      
      ‘Well, I think,’ I replied. ‘But I haven’t seen her for about three months. She’s got another son, don’t you know?’

      
      ‘Wot?’ exclaimed the little woman, Caroline, in great excitement. ‘I never heerd that. Why ’tis eleven year since she had
         her last chavi.’
      

      
      And she turned to a fair-haired but leathery-skinned woman sitting beside her and began a long discourse on the peculiarities
         of her sister’s erratic child-bearing.
      

      
      ‘Will that dog bite?’ asked a tall young man in a torn cap with tufts of black hair protruding from it.

      
      I assured him that he would.

      
      ‘I wouldn’t keep a dog like that – no, not fer a hundred pun,’ advised little Caroline, buttoning her ragged green coat up
         to her throat with a silver-ringed hand. ‘Why, mush, iffen he wuz to bite anyone you’d be lelled [in this case, fined] fer sure.’
      

      
      ‘And I wouldn’t part with him fer a hundred pun,’ I rejoined.

      
      Besides our tiny aged griffon, Mossy, we normally have two or three other larger dogs – either Great Danes, like Naylor, greyhounds,
         or sometimes Alsatians or Alsatian-cross retrievers or a similar guard-dog. These larger dogs live permanently beneath the
         wagon as watchdogs and companions. Once we have trained them to be guards, and to be fully obedient in every way, we allow them their freedom except at nights when they are chained. We have owned many wagon-dogs
         in our time, and we generally like to buy them when they are only about six weeks old. Having them so young, we have found
         – if they have the right temperament – that they will prove themselves to be good watchdogs by the time they are three months
         old. Our own experience has generally taught us not to keep a puppy which has shown no signs of pugnacity by that age.
      

      
      ‘How long is we gwin bide yere?’ Caroline’s man, Nelson, asked inconsequentially.

      
      ‘Well, we ain’t had no one come to us yet – an’ we’ll bide here till they do!’ Samson announced firmly.

      
      A very ancient woman shuffled up to us at this point. I was told that she was the mother of the dangerous-looking, badger-like
         man whom Beshlie and I nicknamed Fangs but whose real name was Luke. She was Old Hannah. Her gaunt bent form was swathed in
         an old-fashioned black ‘pinna’, button-boots adorned her feet, and a yellow silk scarf, low over her forehead, almost obscured
         coils of fine tawny-orange hair, un-greyed despite her age which was generally estimated to be well over eighty. I knew many
         of her sons and daughters – she had had eighteen children – and also two of her sisters. Her voice, however, had been affected
         by a stroke some years before, and this caused her utterances to be slurred and indeed often incoherent except to those who
         knew her well. Frequent mocking at her expense, combined with many requests to repeat most of her remarks more clearly, had
         caused her temper to become distinctly uncertain.
      

      
      Her son remarked loudly to
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