
7.1 Conclusions

Gypsies and Travellers are some-
times referred to as a “hard to

reach group”. Gypsies and Travel-
ler society is also sometimes

referred to as a closed or secre-
tive society.

This research has demonstrated

that by using Gypsies and Travel-
lers researchers and their advo-

cates, the community is not hard
to reach at all, as long as it is

approached in the right way and
with the right motivations. The

overwhelmingly positive response
to this research shows that there

is both a phenomenal need and
desire within the community to

share and preserve its history.
Unfortunately, there is also a quite

uniform experience of being

ignored by museums, libraries and
archives.

The long term social exclusion of

Gypsies and Travellers from
mainstream British society is an

issue that local and central
government is beginning to tackle.

But this exclusion is mirrored in
the work of public heritage

bodies. This has forced the
community to preserve its own

heritage, which it has done with
incredible tenacity.

But as the community becomes

more sedentary, educated and
integrated, the cultural traditions

are under threat and the preser-
vation of heritage is also threat-

ened. But if education and
integration are a threat, they are

also an opportunity. Now is the
time for museums, libraries and

archives to start exploring an
exotic and hidden culture in its

midst that has been a crucial part
of British society for 500 years.

And there is an urgency to this
work.

The fieldwork required for this

project has demonstrated an

7. Conclusions and Recommendations
Gypsies on Mitcham Common in 1881.  Photo: Courtesy of Bourne Hall Museum.

“Now is the time for
museums, libraries

and archives to start
exploring an exotic

and hidden culture in
its midst that has

been a crucial part of
British society for 500

years.”
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urgent need to preserve the
memories, photographs and

artefacts of older community
members. These people have

experienced an extreme transition
in their lives which mirrors the

often traumatic changes in
lifestyle that the community has

experienced.

Some born into bender tents or
horse drawn wagons have wit-

nessed the forced ending of a
nomadic way of life that had

survived with a language and
traditions that can be traced back

to India a millennium ago. Now
living in private and social housing

or static council or private sites,
they are the only ones that can

make sense of their history and
help their descendants adapt to a

more sedentary future.

But that history and transition is
not a uniquely Gypsy experience,

the settled population who can
make very little link between the

romantic images of the past and
the deprived and excluded images

of the present also need an
opportunity to learn about and

interpret this recent history.
Because Gypsy history is also an

important part of British history.
Not just in their role as eternal

outsiders, but also as integrated
citizens who have operated

businesses, fought in wars and
represented this country in sports

and the arts. At times, British
Gypsy history may have been a

painful and controversial story, but
it is still a part of our national

narrative.

It has been said that the way a
society treats its minorities is a

litmus test of its civilisation.
Therefore a refusal to accept this

history into the mainstream is also
a reflection of how willing we are

to face up to WHO we are and
WHAT we have done. The Gypsy

contribution, through our part in
the agricultural economy and the

armed services also demonstrates
that there have been good and

positive moments.

This research has also demon-
strated that the community feels

its place at the heart of British
heritage work is missing, and there

is a desire to plug a gap. That
desire represents a challenge to

those involved in interpreting
British history, but it is a challenge

the community is quite happy to
help meet. But in doing so,

heritage professionals need more
than just good intentions, because

good intentions haven’t always
stopped people making disastrous

mistakes in the past. Therefore
the next chapter in this report,

recommendations, is divided into
two sections, General Principles

and Concrete Actions.

7.2 Recommendations

7.2.1 General Principles
in improving the visibility
and representation of
Gypsy and Traveller herit-
age and culture.

Remember Gypsies and
Travellers in everything
you do

Every town, village and county in

the south-east of England has a
hidden Gypsy and Traveller history.

Local history work can often be
criticised as focusing too narrowly

on the place rather than the
people that inhabited it. Gypsy

and Traveller culture is viewed by
mainstream society as being

transient and from elsewhere, and
so not really of a place. But the

culture has been permanently

transient in every place and so,
quite rightfully, has a right to

represented as part of every
place. The history may be hidden,

but it is there in the living memo-
ries of residents and Gypsies. It is

also in the archives and the names
of places.

Please make an effort to find it, or

contact local Gypsies and Travel-
lers, ideally through local Gypsy

and Traveller support groups,
family history researchers or

Traveller Education Services that
have very good links with Gypsies

and Travellers in every county.

By the people, and for
the people

When you produce materials about

Gypsies and Travellers, please do it
in partnership with the commu-

nity. We should never be talked
about in our absence. Materials

should not only be produced
about the culture, they should be

by and for people from the
culture itself. Only then will you

achieve a balanced and true

 “It has been said that
the way a society

treats its minorities is
a litmus test of its

civilisation.”

“At times, British
Gypsy history may

have been a painful
and controversial

story, but it is still a
part of our national

narrative. ”
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representation of the community.

Beware those academics, re-
searchers and council employees

who describe themselves as
“Traveller professionals” and who

talk about “my Travellers”. Please
accept the principle that the only

true experts on a community are
people from the community itself.

They have gained this expertise by
living within the community and

the older they are, the more
expertise they have. Often they

may not have the skills to produce
high impact materials on their

own, but they will willingly work in
partnership with those that can,

as long as they have some editorial
power and the last word.

Gypsy and Traveller communities

have very few functioning institu-
tions of their own. We have no

real Gypsy Councils, Gypsy Kings or
Gypsy Queens or leaders. The only

real institution is that of the
family, and no Gypsy or Traveller

can claim to represent more than
their own family. The community is

also diverse, so please endeavour
to represent a variety of voices

form all traditional travelling
communities.

Audio visual materials

Literacy is still a huge challenge

for people in the community. So
please endeavour to produce

materials that accommodate this.
Using all the mediums and senses

available to us will help to produce
materials that are not only engag-

ing for the community, but for
others as well. A community that

has traditionally expressed itself
through music, oral history, craft,

music and dance cannot be
captured and represented just

through the printed word.
Internet access within the commu-

nity is very low, but growing.

Educational attainment is also

traditionally low, but growing, and
should not be confused with

ignorance or stupidity. Older
Gypsies and Travellers in particular

have very good memories and an
enhanced ability to judge people

and situations that many more
“educated” people have not.

There is a world of difference in
attaining knowledge and wisdom.

Put your money where
your mouth is

Really accepting that Gypsies and
Travellers are the only true

experts on their culture has a
financial implication. They must be

financially valued as equal part-
ners. Their time and expenses

must be paid for and never taken
for granted. Otherwise they will

not feel valued and they will not
have any commitment to a

project.

Payment is an issue of equality. If
you are being paid, so should they.

If you are a volunteer then they
can be too, but they should never

be the only unpaid person in the
room.

7.2.2 Concrete Actions

The recommendations below are

in a sequence that would allow a
Gypsy and Traveller heritage work

to develop in a logical order.

1. Cultural Awareness
Training

Museum, library and archive staff
are no different from other

members of the community. Their
knowledge of the Gypsy and

Traveller community is probably
limited and based upon a mixture

of romanticism, prejudice and half-
truths. The only way to overcome

this rapidly is through cultural
awareness training.

Independent and public museums,

libraries and archives should
commission cultural awareness

training delivered by members of
the community itself. Police and

other public agencies have already
begun to do this, and other

organisations should too. The best
way of delivering this information

is through informal, but struc-
tured, training that explores the

community’s local knowledge and
experience of an area.

To do this please contact, a local

Gypsy support group, Gypsy
history researcher, or specialist

(see www.surreymuseums.org.uk/
interesting/Travellers.htm for a list

of people and groups who can
deliver cultural awareness train-

ing).

2. Cultural Audits

Gypsy historians and family re-

“Please accept the
principle that the only
true experts on a com-

munity are people
from the community

itself. They have
gained this expertise
by living within the
community and the
older they are, the
more expertise they

have.”
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searchers have all experienced
the problem of finding materials

about their culture in the ar-
chives. Yet persistence has proven

that the material is there, but the
systems used to categorize

material do not identify, or have
not been used to identify Gypsy

and Traveller culture.

Museums, libraries (including
school libraries) and public

archives should commission a
cultural audit which seeks to

identify and categorise the Gypsy
and Traveller material it already

holds. A category of Gypsy and
Traveller history should be created

alongside any other ethnic minor-
ity history work. This work is also

best undertaken in partnership
with local Gypsies and Travellers,

and family historians who will
recognise material as they see it. A

cultural audit should also identify
gaps in collections, and develop

proactive collection policies for
the future.

3. A Noah’s Ark

There is an urgent need to go and

record and capture Gypsy and
Traveller history from a generation

of older Gypsies and Travellers
who have experienced a dramatic

change in their lifetimes. With
every year that passes, more

photographs rot and more memo-
ries go to the grave. Recording

this information before it is too
late is an important part of

celebrating a forgotten history
before it is lost forever.

Museums, libraries and archives
should commission work that

actively records this history. The
people doing it must be highly

mobile, and equipped with the
ability to digitally record oral

history and photographs, possibly
with minidisc recorders and

portable scanning technology.
They should also look out for

artefacts that can be left.

4. Travelling Exhibition

Independent and public museums,
libraries and archives in the south-

east of England should cooperate
in producing a travelling exhibition

that celebrates the history of
Gypsies and Travellers in the

region. It would draw on all the
resources identified in the steps

taken above.

Once created, it could be on
permanent tour in recognition of

the Gypsy and Traveller communi-
ty’s permanent transience in the

south-east of England. Such an
exhibition would have a valuable

role to play in educating the wider
public over current accommoda-

tion conflicts. Its materials could
also be used in schools and other

educational contexts to help
combat prejudice against Gypsies

and Travellers.

5. A Big Idea

But all of these ideas, whilst a
welcome step forward, repeat a

continual problem. They are short-
lived and transient and do not

reflect the permanent and endur-
ing contribution of the Gypsy and

Traveller community to this
country. Efforts such as these

could culminate in an institution
that would have a lasting effect on

the way the community is per-
ceived.

Nomadic communities leave no

trace and have no institutions, but
a community that is historically

nomadic and increasingly settled
certainly deserves one.

Gypsy and Traveller Cul-
tural Heritage Centre

A place of our own

Gypsies and Travellers have been

in Britain for over 500 years and
represent the biggest ethnic

minority in the south-east, but
their historical and contemporary

contribution is largely unrecog-
nised and uncelebrated.

Recent tensions, particularly over

Gypsy sites, have highlighted that
anti-traveller feeling is still quite

prevalent among the settled
community. A perception that

travellers contribute to rural
crime, fly-tipping and anti-social

behaviour is widespread. Travellers
themselves also feel some hostility

to the settled community.

From toleration to cel-
ebration

British policy towards Gypsies and

 “With every year that passes, more photographs rot
and more memories go to the grave.

Recording this information before it is too late is an important part
of celebrating a forgotten history before it is lost forever.”
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Travellers has come along way in
the 500 years we have been in

Britain - it has moved from outright
persecution and extermination to

one of toleration. A Gypsy and
Traveller Cultural Heritage Centre

would, for the first time in British
history, move the policy forward to

celebration.

A Gypsy and Traveller Cultural
Heritage Centre would help

promote community cohesion
recognising the historical and

ongoing contribution of the
Romani community to Britain.

Remembering the past

The centre would house a perma-
nent and continually evolving
exhibition looking at the Gypsy and

Traveller contribution to British
rural life, from the time of mass

agricultural labour to more recent
times when families have settled.

More specifically it would look at
Gypsy and Traveller history in the

rural and urban environments.
Through photography, video and

audio recording of oral history the
exhibition would look at the

changing relationship between
Gypsies and Travellers and the

settled community caused by the
decline of agricultural labour.

Influencing the future

But the GTCHC wouldn’t just look
at the past - it would recreate a

common space, now sadly lacking,
for the meeting of the different

communities. The centre would
explore present and future

opportunities for community

cohesion, cooperation and
economic development. It would

also act as a major local and
national force for the economic,

social and cultural development of
the Gypsy and Traveller commu-

nity. By providing a place in which
the Romani language, trades and

best practice could be nurtured,
the centre would provide local

employment and stimulate devel-
opment which would have a direct

impact on the local community.

Unlocking potential.
Creating opportunity

The GTCHC would be a community-

based project with a national
impact. As a base for national

projects, such as a national,
internet-based Gypsy and Traveller

community radio station and a
Scandinavian-style Gypsy and

Traveller “people’s high school” it
would nurture Gypsy and Traveller

talent from the grassroots up.

Education

The GTCHC, could provide a base

for community-based vocational

education. Working along the same
lines as the Scandinavian

Folkhogskola (People’s High School)
system, the GTCHC would offer

practical courses looking at
modern applications for traditional

Romani crafts and trades, such as
metalsmithing, horse management,

wood working and building skills.
Courses would be open to all

irrespective of educational or
ethnic background.

A guiding star

Currently, there is no institution

that even approaches this level of
ambition, though many in the

community have often talked of
having one. But not that far away,

in Sweden, a model already exists.
The Sami (formerly known as

Lapps) have a cultural heritage
centre that is a good model. The

Ajtte museum in Jokkmokk,
Sweden has already achieved a

level of recognition and accept-
ance for the formerly nomadic

Sami community that we would like
to have here.

For more information, please see:

www.ajtte.com

In September 2000, the ancient Gypsy horsefair at Horsmonden, Kent, was banned by the local parish council. Local
Gypsies and residents protested at the cancellation of the annual celebration of the end of the hop-picking season and
return every year to campaign for its re-instatement.
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Frank Brazil:

“You go from one county to another and they don’t want you there. So you go back to your own county and
they still don’t recognise you as a local. So where do you belong? It’s time to make a stand. Its time to come

out and be proud of who you are and be proud of what you are. We are a separate cultural people to the rest
of the people in this country. I think the gorgias could benefit from it. If they understood us, they would know

how to live with us.”

Len Smith:

“Museums, libraries and archives could be powerful places for us if we can make them accessible. The way to
make them accessible is do something good and it will draw people in and that spreads out in a pyramid.”

“You bring two people in, and they tell four people and the four people tell another four people and it can

start giving Gypsies and Travellers a bit more pride - we have a private pride in our culture - we need a public
pride. We need a public face to our pride.”

8. A Final Word
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