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PREFACE

Anyone who knows me knows I didn’t write this book. Because I don’t read or write, so I couldn’t have done, could I? Notice I say don’t read or write not can’t read or write. Many gypsies choose not to learn to read and write, or their parents choose for them. It’s a way of keeping the outside world out, I suppose. Some people take this to mean that we are stupid, but that’s normally a big mistake. Think about it for a minute – could you live off your wits, the land and on the streets if you were basically stupid? Of course not.

However, this book is my story. My words. The two Martins have put them in the right order for me, encouraged me to remember people, incidents and times. They’ve put it all together from hour on hour of conversations with me, my family and my friends. Every bit has been read back to me, until I’m happy that’s the way it was, the best I can remember it. I hope the book gives respect to all the gypsy warriors and the many other people – travellers and gorgers alike – who have made my life what it was and is. At the same time, I hope that On the Cobbles gives an insight into the sport of bare-knuckle fighting and a glimpse of what being a gypsy in the 21st century is all about.

Jimmy

August 2000


GLOSSARY

The following list of Romany words, with their common English equivalents, is not intended to be comprehensive. Jimmy and his friends use a mixture of slang, cockney and Romany in their everyday speech, and below are the more frequently used, but possibly unfamiliar, terms.


	ROMANY	ENGLISH

	Banged up	In prison

	Bird	Prison sentence

	Bory	Big/pregnant

	Brimson	A bullshitter/someone living in a fantasy world

	Brogues	Trousers

	Cadie	Hat

	Canny	Bird/pheasant

	Cans	Money

	Chavvy	Child/baby

	Chicken fighting	Cockfighting

	Chokkas	Shoes

	Chore/chorin	Steal/stealing

	Chuck	Food

	Claret	Blood

	Coeey	Rat

	Coover	A utility noun, e.g. used to describe a thing, an object

	Corr	A fight

	Cory	Penis

	Crack	Wood

	Cushty	Good/fine

	Dell	Hit

	Dimelow/Dinelow	Idiot/fool

	Dordy	Oh dear!

	Dosh	Money

	Drag	Car

	Fams	Hands

	Faumy	Ring

	Flush	Holding money/cash

	Garlo	Policeman

	Gatter	Drink/alcohol

	Gavvers	The police

	Gilly	Man

	Gorger/gorgia	Non-gypsy or traveller/everyone else

	Gry	Horse

	Hatchintan	Gypsy site

	Headinams	Spinning-the-coin game

	Hedge Mumper	Tramp

	Hummel	Hair

	Jell/let’s jell	Get away/scarper

	Jethro	Coat

	Jigger	Door

	Joey Grey	Rabbit stew

	Jug	Bank

	Juice	Petrol

	Juk	Dog

	Jumping the

	broomstick	Eloping

	Kenna	House

	Kennec	Non-gypsy or traveller/everyone else

	Ker	Do

	Kitchema	Pub/club

	Long-tail	Rat

	Loud/get loud	To be arrested

	Mandy	Myself

	Mitcham gypsy	Not a true gypsy

	Mooey	Mouth

	Mulady	Devil/ghost

	Mullered	Dead

	Munging	Selling lucky heather

	Musgro	Policeman

	Mush	Fella/bloke

	Needies	Gypsy

	Old Bill	Police

	Parni	Water

	Peeve	Drink/alcohol

	Pikey	Term for traveller, used mainly by gorgers

	Pooker	Signpost

	Poov	Grass

	Poov the gry	Graze the horse

	Puff	Marijuana/dope

	Purr	Stomach/belly

	Rakli	Girl/lady

	Rocker	Speak the language

	Rooker	Tree

	Rumored	Married

	Says	Stories/tales

	Score	Buy/purchase

	Scran	Food

	Sheero	Head

	Showmen	The travelling fairground families and community, also known by gypsies as bread-and-jam eaters or penny-pinchers

	Shushi	Rabbit

	Site	Gypsy encampment, permanent or temporary

	Skimaged	Drunk

	Spark/sparked	Knocked out

	Spinner/sulky	Tin box attached to a horse. Where the rider sits when racing in a trotting match

	Straightener	A fair fight

	Switch off	To knock unconscious

	Toby	Footpath

	Togs	Clothes

	Toov	Tobacco/cigarettes

	Traveller	Gypsy

	Trolley man	Man who races horses and ponies in trotting matches

	Trotting match	Horse-and-cart race

	Vardo	Trailer/caravan/wagon

	Wad	Money

	Wedge	Money

	Weigh on	Pay/repay

	Wonga	Money

	Wrongun	Grass/police informer

	Yocks	Eyes

	Yog	Fire

	Yogga	Gun




INTRODUCTION

I

GYPSIES, PIKEYS, TRAVELLERS OR DIDICOIS, call them what you will, were a familiar part of the social landscape where we were born and raised around Mitcham and Epsom in Surrey, England. In fact Epsom, romantically at least, could well be described as the spiritual home of the gypsy due to the long association between the Derby, Britain’s most famous horse-race, and the annual gathering of gypsies from all over England and beyond. Part of Mitcham was known as Redskin Village because of the large numbers of Romanies who wintered in yards there, while travelling to Kent for hop-picking in the summer. Indeed, the 1888 census records at least one hundred gypsies living in ‘bender’ tents on Mitcham Common. Some of their descendants settled in the high-rise flats, which were built years later when the yards closed.

Inevitably, many gypsy families settled in Epsom too, and in the surrounding areas. Therefore, at school and on the council estates, we grew up with boys and girls whose families had, five, ten or fifty years before, been living in a caravan. The closer they were to coming off the gypsy encampments the more obvious their heritage was, but if it was a generation or two back, it was harder to tell. Two of our friends, who, unusually, shared the same christian and surnames, didn’t discover until they were well into their twenties, and one of them began to trace the family tree, that they most likely had a great-grandfather in common, a gypsy who had settled in a hop-picking area of Kent.

At school, those two boys wouldn’t have shouted about their gypsy blood even if they had known about it then, because the Romanies were a race apart – not in the same way as the jungle bunnies, the Pakis or the Chinks, as the other ethnic children were called at our schools in the more overtly racist 1960s and ’70s, but nevertheless different. Unlike those other races, they were not easily identifiable by the colour of their skin or their family names and unlike the West Indians, Asians and Chinese, there were no concerted attempts by either side to integrate.

The fact was that gypsies, as an ethnic group, were ignored by so-called society altogether. There were no awareness programmes orchestrated from on high, no celebrations of their culture, no nothing. Here was a race steeped in history and tradition quite literally on our doorsteps, but zilch was taught to us about them in our schoolbooks or by our teachers. No one told us, for example, that many gypsy men, despite their aversion to rules and regulations of any kind, signed up and fought valiantly in the First and Second World Wars. Their skills as snipers and scouts were particularly appreciated. Some men, such as Jack Cunningham VC, went on to win medals for extreme bravery. Jesse Frankham, a member of a family frequently referred to in this book, was awarded the Croix de Guerre in the First World War after he went behind enemy lines on horseback, dressed as a German officer.

Gypsies had every reason for wanting to defeat Germany – during the Second World War, Hitler had a good go at wiping them out in mainland Europe, and apparently had detailed plans on how to round up the English gypsies when the Germans could finally be bothered to invade Britain.

The unspoken message communicated to us in our childhood was that these people were not wanted – were not to be embraced. It permeated downward; from politician to constituent, from teacher to pupil and from father to son. These prejudices appeared to be officially sanctioned, too. The week before the Derby, for example, the local Epsom papers would carry urgent warnings from the police, advising householders to be vigilant and to be wary of who they answered their doors to. The gypsies were in town. Even Cher, the singer whose looks owe more to the Red Indian or the Romany than the conventional American, lumped them in with tramps and thieves in a pop song from our youth.

Ordinarily, this could have been a licence for persecution or elimination by the majority. But the travellers we knew neither sought nor courted approval from non-gypsies. They were what they were, and proud of it. There was no desire to foist their beliefs and way of life on others but they didn’t expect, and weren’t having any of, others interfering with them. It was as if they didn’t care about outsiders. The fact that their culture has survived and they still manage, just about, to live by their own rules, regulations and ethics in this bureaucratic, nanny state age is testament to their durability, tenacity and toughness.



Toughness. That, more than anything, was what we knew them for. They may have been a minority group, like the Asians were in our youth, but no gangs took up ‘gypo-bashing’, or shouted abuse across the street to them. The truth was that we were scared of the gypsies, both as a race and as individuals. They were usually bigger, stronger and better fighters than us and they lived outside the laws and world that was ours. Therefore, there was no way peer pressure could be applied on them to conform. There was no getting your older brother or dad on to them, or threatening them with the law. The chances were they would have moved on anyway. Scrapping was second nature for these boys. They practised on each other, with their brothers, fathers and friends. And many a nattily dressed youth hailed locally as a hard case experienced his first defeat at the hands of a young traveller with greased-back Elvis hair, dressed in plain grey trousers, white shirt and braces.

Never did we question where they came from. How they got here. Where they’d been and where they were going. Partly, this was due to the gypsies’ own lack of a written history and a vagueness about themselves, but mainly it was because ‘officially’, they were not a legitimate part of history or society.

Linguistic experts have established that the Romany originated in India (although, confusingly, the word ‘gypsy’ derives from the word ‘Egyptian’) and then made their way across Asia and Europe, splintering and developing into various sub-groups along the way. They are thought to have turned up in Britain in the 14th or 15th centuries. Settled societies didn’t exactly welcome them with open arms, and probably created the negative legends and myths that surround them to this day. One such legend claims that it was gypsies who forged the nails to crucify Jesus Christ, and have therefore been condemned to perpetual wandering ever since. This didn’t help their standing with Christians, no doubt. Another, more positive, story is that gypsies are the descendants of Adam and a first woman created before Eve; they were therefore born without original sin, and unlike the rest of mankind, are not condemned to work. It is estimated there are about five million gypsies living in Europe today, with about 100,000 resident in the UK. Although ‘estimated’ has to be the right word. The electoral roll, directory enquiries and the Registrar of Births, Marriages and Deaths hardly burst with information on the travelling classes.



A first memory of a gypsy for me was during Derby week. I was too young to be trekking up Epsom Downs to witness the event. A lady knocked on our door selling heather, lucky heather, she said. I hung on to my mum’s apron strings as she begrudgingly fished some small change from her purse. I was intrigued by the lady’s tanned, leathery face, framed in a scarf, and the sparkle in her eyes. I sensed, though, that my mum was uncomfortable. ‘Is it really lucky?’ I asked, examining the clump of heather that Mum had unceremoniously dumped on the kitchen table when the lady had gone.

‘No, what the gypsy lady means is that if I don’t buy any, I’ll have bad luck. So I’m not taking any chances.’

Later, I became quite familiar with them up on Epsom Downs, and got to know the handful that came to our school from the local council-run gypsy site. Walking into the Derby fair, a schoolboy’s paradise, we’d run the gauntlet of gypsy caravans, to gain entry to the rides and the coconut shies.

A gypsy man would accost all with what seemed an irresistible offer. ‘Come on, boys, let me guess your age for a shilling. If I’m more than a year out either side, I’ll give you 1/6d back.’ Adults loved it. So that they couldn’t cheat and simply deny the gypsy man’s guess if he was correct, they had to write down the age on a slip of paper, fold it and hand it to an assistant. The old gypsy man won seven times out of ten. I know, because I stood and watched to see how he did it and whether I could spot any trickery, but I never could. Looking back on it now, I suspect that the old gypsy man could be relied upon to guess the decade any punter was in, and the assistant probably had a way of signalling the number, after a sneaky look at the paper.

Most of the gypsies touting for business at the fair were women though. Old, faded posters leant up against fantastically shining caravans, announcing that the lady inside was a direct descendant of Gypsy Rose Lee. This fabled gypsy lady seemed to have a great deal of direct descendants advertising their mystic wares on Epsom Downs. They would read your palm, or tell your fortune from a crystal ball. Pinned on the windows were dog-eared photographs of Pat Phoenix (Elsie Tanner of Coronation Street fame), Terry Dene and other half-remembered ’50s personalities, standing next to or outside the fortune-teller’s caravan smiling nervously. They charged ten bob, which was beyond our purses, or would have severely dented our rides-and-chips money, so we never ventured inside.



A decade later, as a young man, I witnessed a bare-knuckle fight between two gypsies. This was the stuff of urban myth. We’d all heard about the bare-knuckle marathons held on Epsom Downs, attended by thousands, somehow without the knowledge of the authorities. My friend, working as a stable lad for one of the Epsom horse racing trainers, stumbled on a fight at dawn one morning. He saw a crowd some hundred strong in one of the dips on the Downs, invisible from the road. Leaving his string he trotted over to the scene and was shooed away, but not before seeing two men, stripped to the waist, bashing hell out of one another.

My own experience was after the Oaks meeting, around 1977. I was pleased with myself because my girlfriend and I had won a few quid on the winner, a horse called Dunfermline. We were hanging around with a few friends outside the Rubbing House pub as the last of the race-goers headed off to catch the bus, or to begin the downhill trek to Epsom town centre and the railway station. Policemen filed into their vans, helmets clasped under their arms, and the racecourse area began to empty almost as quickly as it had been filled hours earlier.

As we drained our lager from plastic pint glasses, we noticed a large crowd forming in the dip below the racecourse, where the old fair used to be held. Someone said a prize-fight was about to start. We finished our drinks and hurried over, as did almost everyone else in the area.

The two men were already in a bloody state by the time we pushed ourselves into a viewing position. They were both stripped to the waist, and were not wearing gloves. The sound of flesh and bone cracking down on flesh and bone made me wince, but what disturbed me more were the ages of the two opponents. One was a boy and one was a man. I didn’t know who to feel sorry for. The boy was about my age, 19 or 20, and he was not particularly tall or big. The man, though, was around 40 years of age, and huge. A beer gut hung over his trousers which, I noticed, were held up with string, and the muscles in his huge arms rippled. His fists were like the proverbial sledgehammers. But the boy was fit and seemed versed in boxing technique – he flitted around the older man and flicked out punch after punch, avoiding his opponent’s flailing fists. Technically the older man was being embarrassed; the boy was making a monkey out of him. It was obvious, though, that he had landed one or two telling blows on junior before we’d got there: the skin under the boy’s eye was flapping and leaking blood. Every now and then a referee parted them, and a second jumped out of the crowd, soaked up the blood from the boy’s wound with a sponge and then stepped back into the throng. ‘What’s it all about?’ I enquired of a pretty gypsy girl standing next to us. ‘It’s family business,’ she said aggressively.

Soon a police carrier came careering across the grass, scattering the bed of race-goers’ rubbish in its wake, and the fight crowd began to run as one across the Downs in the direction of Headley. In the mêlée, a pony that was tied to a post outside a caravan panicked and attempted to bolt but appeared to break its own neck. We stopped and stared hopelessly as the pony jerked in agony on the floor. The owner came out of his trailer and delivered a mercy blow to his pony with a lump of wood and then looked over at us accusingly.

The crowd had disappeared over the horizon towards Langley Vale, where the fight was obviously going to be resumed. But we’d seen enough violence in just a few minutes to want to step back into our safer little world. As we sat upstairs on the green bus home, we stayed silent. The images of the dying pony and the determined young boy with the flapping face loomed in our minds. For all I know, that boy could have been the young Jimmy Stockin.



II

That bare-knuckle fight I glimpsed on Epsom Downs was merely the latest in a centuries-old tradition. In fact, a famous match took place there following a race meeting in 1771 between two well-known pugilists of the time – Peter Corcoran and Bill Darts. For the record, Darts was accused of throwing the fight. However, bare-knuckle fighting as a spectator sport had been established in England at least a century before that contest. Samuel Pepys records, in his famous diary, spectating at a bout in Westminster, London, in 1660.

By the time of the Corcoran fight, the more localised and brutal (inasmuch as the contestants didn’t have a big say in the matter) pastimes of cockfighting and the dog pit, widely popular in the Middle Ages, had been marginalised in favour of cricket and horse racing. These latter sports were patronised by rich and poor alike. Only bare-knuckle, or prize-fighting (as it was also called if prize-money was put up for the eventual victor), survived among the combative blood sports. The differences between cock or dog fighting and bare-knuckle were not as marked as one may imagine. Modern boxing, which evolved from prize-fighting, owes its ten-second countdown for a knockout to original cockfighting rules.

A fighter by the name of Jack Broughton is credited with developing bare-knuckle fighting from a tacky fairground attraction to a national sport patronised by royalty, with fighters whose fame was as close as the 18th century would allow to that of David Beckham or Robbie Williams. Broughton, besides being a mean fighter himself, set up an amphitheatre and began staging fights for himself and other contemporary players to draw in the paying crowds. Soon, he was making good money and he could number among his customers dukes and princes. One of the names who fought in Broughton’s amphitheatre was Gypsy ‘Prince’ Boswell, which suggests that gypsy bare-knuckle fighters were very much part of the prize-fighting scene, even in those formative years.

Most importantly, perhaps, Broughton formalised the rules of the sport. These rules still hold today, even though the Marquis of Queensberry’s intervention, a century later, would take boxing of the gloved variety off in a different direction. Broughton was also ahead of his time in encouraging his men to use mufflers, or light gloves, in training, to limit the damage they could do to one another. His rules were fairly straightforward and are taken for granted nowadays, but included such dictates as no man should be in the ring besides the two opponents and the seconds, and that no person is to hit his adversary when he is down on the floor. This gives some indication of what was acceptable before Broughton came along. In fact, early prize-fighting was a mixture of fist fighting and a vicious form of wrestling.

Initially, the ring really was a ring and not the square that we are familiar with today in modern boxing. A line was scratched in the middle of the ring, and the two opponents would have to approach this before the fight commenced. From this, the saying ‘coming up to scratch’ or ‘not up to scratch’ has been derived. Prize-fighting has enriched the British language in many instances, and this demonstrates how popular and widely accepted the sport was. The expression ‘stake money’ derives from the practice of attaching the purse for a fight to one of the stakes which would have had rope wound around and between them to form a ring for the early fighters. ‘Whips’ were men who wielded short whips to dissuade the crowd from encroaching on the fighting area. Afterwards, it was their task to contribute to a collection for the boxers. From this, the saying ‘whip-round’ entered the English language. ‘Seconds’ were literally used as the second boxers. If the first fight ended early, these men would be expected to provide a second fight.

Probably the most famous saying to emerge from bare-knuckle customs is ‘throwing one’s hat into the ring’. This occured when the travelling prizefighters would take on all comers for money, an early version of the fairground boxing booths which survived until around 30 years ago. To signify that they fancied their chances against the prizefighter, the local village men would throw their hats into the ring.

Things started to go wrong for Broughton in 1750, when he fought a nobody called Jack Slack. The Duke of Cumberland was said to have backed Broughton to the tune of £10,000 (over half a million pounds in today’s money) at odds of 10–1 on. Broughton took a smack between the eyes, which nearly blinded him, and the fight was lost – as was the Duke’s money. The Duke was understandably miffed and within weeks, Broughton’s amphitheatre was closed down and prize-fighting was driven underground, back to the streets, meadows and fairgrounds.

Royalty may have temporarily spurned the sport, but the common people still loved it and big name fights would attract huge crowds, with all their attendant problems. The fights encouraged the working classes to abandon their honest toil, and rowdiness and brawling often accompanied the spectacle. At least, that’s how the aspiring ruling classes saw it. Parliament wasted no time in outlawing prize-fighting. Meanwhile, horse racing prospered as the leading spectator sport, and soon prize-fighting attached itself, unofficially, to this more socially acceptable pastime. Big bouts took place at courses across the country, often before or after the day’s racing – a tradition that has survived to this day. Sky Television hasn’t latched on yet, but no doubt one day they will.

In the last quarter of the 18th century, a star emerged in the form of a flamboyant Jewish man called Daniel Mendoza. He established nationwide fame with his antics and impressive physique. His fights were reported in The Times and sporting journals of the time, and his charisma attracted back the patronage of the aristocracy. By the turn of the century, after a long and successful career, John Jackson defeated Mendoza, who was later reduced to touring the music halls giving exhibition bouts. The large amounts of money he had earned during his long career were drunk away and he died penniless in Petticoat Lane, East London, in 1836. His natural charm, wit and talent at playing to an audience resurfaced some three generations later. Mendoza’s great-grandson was Peter Sellers.

During the first part of the 19th century, for no obvious reason, the sport became dominated by Bristol and West Country men: Jem Belcher, Henry Pearce, John Gully, Tom Cribb and Tom Spring among them. It could have been in the blood – Jem Belcher, for example, was the grandson of Jack Slack, the man who had temporarily blinded Jack Broughton years before. Jem Belcher is considered by many boxing experts to be one of the greatest pugilists ever, and his championship match against Joe Bourke attracted as much interest as any of Mendoza’s great fights. When he retired, Belcher took over as landlord of the Jolly Brewers in Wardour Street, London, but died soon after at the age of 30. Life expectancy for fighters, then as now, was considerably less than the national average. Tom Cribb, one of the men to hasten Belcher’s decline, was said to be the first champion to employ scientific training methods.

By now, crowds of 10,000 or more were not uncommon for the high-profile bouts, and the stars could accumulate real wealth if they were careful. The aforementioned John Gully was particularly adroit: retiring from the game before he became too injured, he turned to horse racing as a gambler and later as a racehorse owner. His turf career peaked in 1854 when he won the 2,000 Guineas with a horse called Hermit, and the Epsom Derby with Andover.

Although prize-fighting was probably at its most popular in the early 19th century, it was still illegal and promoters played a constant game of cat-and-mouse with the sheriffs and the police when they attempted to stage a contest. For one fight in 1819, a 20,000-strong crowd assembled on Wimbledon Common, only to be told the venue had been switched to Hounslow. At Hounslow, the site was moved yet again to nearby Colnbrook. Such movement of large, rowdy crowds on foot, horseback and in rickety carriages alarmed the authorities, who reacted by becoming more and more determined to stop what they saw as a disgusting and unsavoury pastime, enjoyed by the riffraff. Again, the sport entered a period of decline.

Fight followers were not easily deterred, however, and in an interesting parallel with the 20th-century football fan, they utilised the newly constructed Victorian railway network. Fight organisers (19th-century Frank Warrens, if you like) chartered special excursion trains and took the fighters and their spectators across the English countryside. At an appropriate juncture, possibly when ‘entrance’ money had been collected from all and sundry, the train would stop, its human contents spill out and the fight would be had in some green field on the edge of an unsuspecting village or hamlet.

Newspapers sensationally reported these invasions of rowdy Londoners, and described how they fought one another and drank sleepy rural villages dry. Eventually, the fledgling Metropolitan Police would patrol the main-line stations, such as London Bridge, on the fight days, and travel with the hordes on the trains in an attempt to keep order. This was something their descendants would be doing a century later with the football crowds as they followed their teams around the country on the notorious ‘soccer specials’. Little did these modern-day policemen know that their ancestors were dealing with a very similar phenomenon in the first days of the Met. Eventually parliament stepped in, as it does, and banned rail excursions to prize-fights.

The middle and latter parts of the 19th century produced such fighting names as William ‘The Tipton Slasher’ Perry, Tom Sayers and Jem Mace, but even these legends could not arrest the decline of bare-knuckle fighting as a spectator sport. (Sayers had an enduring career, appearing in the ring 16 times between 1849 and 1860. Bearing in mind the ferocity of these contests – they sometimes lasted hours – this was a considerable achievement. Doctors have likened the trauma suffered by bare-knuckle fighters in a competitive fight to a fairly serious car crash. Sayers, therefore, had the equivalent of 16 head-on smashes in 11 years.) Crowds and interest dwindled, and many fighters, including the highly popular Jem Mace, sailed over to America where the sport was in its ascendancy and, more importantly, legal and lucrative. Australia took to it too, after it was introduced by English convicts who had been shipped out there in the 19th century.

Jem Mace was the last British-bred nationally famous bare-knuckle fighter. He was a Norfolk boy, who learnt his trade in the fairground boxing-booths, taking on the inebriated and the brave. When he travelled to America, he beat the native Tom Allen and should really have been crowned champion of the world, but because he was officially retired it didn’t seem to count. Mace moved on to Australia, where he gave sparring exhibitions, and shocked onlookers by giving a startling account of himself in a competitive sparring match with the young championship contender, Dick Burge, when he was 64 years of age.

Mace also coached, and one of his student protégés was Bob Fitzsimmons, who went on to become a gloved heavyweight champion of the world, providing a telling link between today’s technical gloved fighters and the bone-crunching bare-knuckle age of fighters with fearsome nicknames like The Tipton Slasher.

During his career, Mace was dubbed ‘The Swaffham Gypsy’. Swaffham was the nearest town to his home village of Beeston in Norfolk, and is still home to a gypsy settlement to this day. Mace denied having any Romany blood in him at all, although he conceded that one of his brothers married a gypsy girl. However, by all accounts, he had the looks and the traits of a Romany, and it is generally felt that his denial of Romany blood had more to do with his concern over his career and a desire to be seen as racially acceptable than anything else.

In his recently rediscovered autobiography, Mace recounts his fight with the so-called King of the Gypsies of the time. His name was Farden Smith, and they fought on Norwich Hill. In another parallel with today’s bouts, the fight was interrupted by the police as they tried to break up the huge crowds that had gathered, and the two fighters had to make themselves scarce to avoid arrest. They resumed the following day at Mousehold Heath, a gypsy encampment, and Mace describes his nervousness about the venue. It turned out that Farden Smith gave his best before they even started fighting, but the two turned to drinking and merry-making for the rest of the day. The boxer who denied being a gypsy refers to it as one of his most memorable and enjoyable days.

Mace’s explanation of how he became a prize-fighter is worth recounting. As a boy, he developed skills at playing the fiddle and one day whilst playing outside a public house for pennies, a group of three men jeered at him. One snatched the instrument from his hand, and smashed it to smithereens beneath his feet. The young Mace proceeded to beat the man with his fists, and when he was done with him, he then despatched his two friends. The fight was witnessed by a rich man, who was so impressed he took the young boy under his wing and on to meet a London fight promoter. Now if that isn’t a gypsy story, what is?

Prize-fighting prospered across the Atlantic at least, and in 1882 when a local bare-knuckle boxer called John L. Sullivan beat Tug Wilson, the recognised British champion, his claim to be the first world champion was not disputed. A follow-up fight in Chicago against Jack Burke attracted a paying crowd of 12,000. Meanwhile, on the same day, two British prize-fighters fought at Charlton in London for £10, in front of only 40 people.

Although the Marquis of Queensberry Rules had appeared some 20 years before, the prize-fighting establishment had resisted introducing them, regarding the rules as an unnecessary sanitisation of an exciting sport. However, when John L. Sullivan decided that he would only defend his title in a gloved fight and under Queensberry Rules, boxing as we know it was born. His celebrated fight against James J. Corbett in 1892 took place in a floodlit arena before a crowd of 10,000, and marked the beginning of a new era. Jack Johnson, Jack Dempsey, Gene Tunney, Rocky Marciano, Muhammed Ali and Mike Tyson would all follow.

As far as the history books are concerned, prize-fighting was dead. But, as is often the case, history only records what it wants. Bare-knuckle has survived. The AFP press report (see opposite page) although typically sensationalised, could have been written about a fight from Daniel Mendoza’s day – yet they are referring to Dublin, Ireland, at the end of 1999.

Throughout the 20th century, fights have been held on racecourses,



‘KING OF THE GYPSIES’ BARE-KNUCKLE FIGHTS FOILED

AFP, 17 DECEMBER 1999

In Dublin, a major operation by Irish police prevented a series of bare-knuckle fights due to have been held today to decide who was to be declared King of the Gypsies, a police spokesman said. More than 200 police were drafted into the North Midlands region and roadblocks were set up after police received information that 12 travellers were to do battle for the title in County Longford.

In recent court cases, there has been evidence that video recordings of these bruising fights are a lucrative business for members of Irish traveller clans. One member of the McDonagh clan was described as the ‘Rupert Murdoch’ of pay-per-view bare-knuckle fights. People are charged $US20 to watch them on giant video screens in New York.

Originally, the title of the top fighter was King of the Tinkers, but this has now been changed to the politically correct King of the Travellers. The title brings a certain prestige in the community, and higher prize-money for the holder.

Garda [police] Superintendent Tom Murphy said he had received information that a minority of travellers ‘hell-bent on reckless violence’ were planning to use bare-knuckle matches as an excuse for severe violence. ‘The information was very specific. There was to have been a contest between 12 males, and the winner was to be declared the King of the Travellers. After that contest was over, the losing side were prepared to take very violent action,’ he told Irish radio news. His men, who were backed up by units with police dogs and had helicopter support, seized a sawn-off shotgun, machetes, hatchets, knives and farm implements.

The police are increasingly concerned about the mounting violence in bitter feuds between clans, which mainly erupts at weddings and funerals.



on farmland and on gypsy sites. They are routinely beamed by satellite to America for hungry audiences. Results, accounts of fights and legends about the warriors are passed from person to person in pubs, at fairs and anywhere the working and travelling classes gather. Legends have sprung up around good men, bad men and brave men – men whose fame has spread across the country, yet their names appear in no record books, nor feature in any films. Their fame is of a special kind bestowed by the people who have seen them in action. Not for them the transient and empty celebrity of the jumped-up Hollywood star or the overpaid soccer player. Their impression on their public has been made through the sound of cracking jaws, the sight of spurting blood and raw courage, as they have bravely fought to win, for themselves and their supporters. People who see it don’t forget it. These fighters command a well-earned and genuine respect among their own. Jimmy Stockin is one of those people. This is his story.

Martin King

and Martin Knight

August 2000


1.

WHEN THE GOING GETS TOUGH

I WASN’T THAT PISSED, but I’d had a few pints this night and I was mellow, driving home from a friendly pub with a bit of music drifting out from the cassette player. As I turned the motor into the road leading to the site where I was pulled up, lights started coming on in trailers all over the place. Something was going on. As I pulled into the site, I could see figures moving around in the darkness. Turning the cassette off and winding the window down, I heard women screaming and hollering. It’s going off, I thought, maybe the gavvers are here again making themselves busy.

Stopping outside Mum’s place, I see my mother and sisters arguing with another family from a nearby trailer. I wind the window up and get one leg out the car. ‘What the fuck is going on?’ A blow comes down on the very top of my head, feeling like it has pushed my nut down into my body like a Jack-in-the-box. Before I can think about it, I’ve taken a couple more thumps to my temple and feel warm blood trickling down my cheek.

Managing to free my leg from inside the car, I stand up and get away from the open door, but this just makes me a better target. Accurate and telling blows are coming in fast, all to my face. I get one back in and feel the bones of my knuckles connecting with my attacker’s flesh before another punch connects with my jaw and I’m going down. Don’t think I’m sparked, because I remember it. Sliding down the wing of my old Corsair. My sheero cracking against the metal tyre rim. The head’s pumping blood, but at least I’ve got a few seconds to get myself together.

Scrambling to my feet and trading punches, I see now who it is laying into me. ‘Creamy, you cunt. What’s up?’ No reply, just a flurry of blows.

Creamy is a neighbour. I know him well – we’ve never had a problem before. He’s only young, three or four years my junior. Nineteen probably, but already he is a well-known face in travelling circles as an up-and-coming young fighter.

The sound of sirens pierces the night air, followed in seconds by blue flashing lights swirling down the lane. The crowd that has gathered scurries off to the safety of their own trailers and the lights go off everywhere, almost as if there is a central switch. Four cars screech in. The garlos only ever come onto the site mob-handed. They’re leaping out the cars and shining their torches between the caravans, but all they can see is a completely peaceful and empty gypsy encampment. And they ain’t about to start knocking anyone up either, to find out what’s been going on. It’s rude to wake up people when they
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