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Edi.tor's note to Volume 1 Early History, Part h 

Tnis volume forms part of a resource collection on the Irish Travelling People .• 
The collection and its accompanying teaching kit of photographs, slides and 
tape are held in the library of the University of Ulster at Jordanstown. In 
addition to the 14 volumes listed below there are two supplementaxy collections, 
the first containing three reports/surveys by the West Midlands Education 
Authority and, the second containing son:e recent annual reports of councils and 
committees for Travelling People in Ireland. 

VOLUl.ffi 1 . Early History (Parts A~c) . 
VOLUME 2 . The Republic of Ireland 1951-81 (Parts A-G} . 
VOLUME 3 : Northern Ireland (Parts A-D) 
VOLU!·:E 4 . Britain . 
VO LUXE 5 : The United States of America 
VOLU1·S 6 . Shel ta, the secret language (Parts A-C) . 
VOLUJ~ 7 : Folktales and Folk Music 
VOLU1·'.:E 8 . Education (Parts A~E) . 
VOLU!·S 9 : Gypsy Site Provision in England and Wales (Parts A-D) VOLU1·3 10 . Table of Contents and Bibliography. . 
VOLU1~ 11 . Health and Welfare . 
VOLUME 12 : Annual Reports (Parts A-E) 
VOLUME 13 : Republic of Ireland 1982-85 
VOLUME 14 Gypsies and Other Nomadic Groups 

Due to the amount of material some volumes have had to be bound in separate 
sections, eg Volume 6, Part A and Volume 6, Part B. Many of the volumes 
contain material which has been specially written for the collection. The 
page numbers in each volume are prefixed by the volume number, hence 5.16 
refers to volume 5 page 16 and 12A4 to volume 12 section A page 4. The 
supplement page numbers are prefixed by the letter 'S' followed by the 
page number. Any other page number present willrelate to the original 
book or journal from which the material has been reproduced. Where the 
material consists of an extract or extracts this fact is in~cated in the 
table of contents, eg. Maher, Sean (1972} The Road to God Knows Where, 
(extracts ppl46-9}. Where all or part of an article appeared directly 
relevant to more than one area of the collection it has been included in 
each of the volumes concerned. 

The term Early History has been taken to include the period up to 1950. However 
some pre-1950 material can be found in Volumes· 3 - 8 where its inclusion was 
considered to be more appropriate. 

Thanks are due to many people whose help made it possible to compile this collectioP. 
Special thanks are due to the staff at the University of Ulster Library, to 
Carole Blair and May Crumlin who checked the page numbering and to Muriel 
Beeckman and Sadie Walsh who cheerfully completed a massive amount of typing. A 
full list of acknowledgements can be found in Part B of this volume. 

Aileen L'Amie 

University of Ulster (Jordanstown) 
April 1986 
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THE IDYLLIC LIFE? 

Colourful picture used on calendar. Depicts what many people imagi~e as the 

Gypsy/Traveller lifestyle - pleasant weather and readily available picturesque 
camp sites . 

•; I 

' 
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r A more realistic picture of Traveller life. 

Traveller barrel-top wagon at (unofficial?) site 
(early 1980 ' s) . 

Insight Cards , folio 4 , No . 4. 

Photograped by Jinnie Fiennes 

Published Thompson Price Ltd., Dublin. 
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GYPSIES IN GREAT BRITAIN 

A Report fer the Council ef Europe 

1 History 

1.1.1. The cenventienal dates given fer the first mentien ef Gypsies 

in the British I~~~~ ~e 15~5 for Scotland Cl>, 1514 in Fhgla.nd (2), 1579 

' in Wales ( 3~ N•ne of the references at these dates, hewever, are te the 

entry of "Egyptions", "Gipcions" er "Gibbsies"; all seem t• refer te groups 
. •. -

already well-established .in the country. It is likely, therefore, that, as 

in other West European countries, initial innnigration of R•mani groups to•k 

place in the fifteenth century • 

Fer Ireland the historical record is less clear, and indeed, less 

examined, in part because the Irish gevernment has discouraged historical 

study as .irrelevant to current policy problems. (4) In this they have 

been supported by the Roman Catholic establishment, and indeed the only 

academic study to treat the question ef the ethnic crigins cf Irish 

Travellers serieusly, that of Sinead ni Shuinear {S), was suppressed by the 

very charitable body that commissioned it. 

The situation is complicated by the fact that Irish commercial 

nomads visited other countries before, in all probability, there was an7 

Romani inunigration to Western Europe. ( 6) Ne doubt in Ireland, as in ether 

West European ceuntries, Romani immigrants were at first distinct from 

other conunercial nemads. In all West European countries, hewever, in the 

sixteenth century, there •ccurred inflatien, large-scale unemployment, war, 

the decline of feudalism, ethnic persecutien of Gypsies, and the building 

of nation states. Tiri.s had everylo.rhere the effect of !everely limiting 

inter-state migratien for two centuries, arid consolidating l•cal commercial-

-nomadic pcipulatiens into single ethnic greups, each with their ewu dialects, 

usually secret. But whereas in the English, Welsh and. berder Scc;ttish 

dialects the ncm-English v•cabulary is pred"min-.ntly Romanes, in the 
• 

Irish Traveller dialect the nen-English · _sp~cial Yocabuletry is predomin .. htly 

(7) 
pre 16th century Celtic backslangJ ( with not more th•n a tenth •f Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
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Remanes-derived special vocabulary). We might, I suppose, think •f the 

R · group• \·•hi" ch absorbed local commercial English and Welsh Gypsies as eman1 J y 

1 a loc_, commercial nomadic group which managed nomads, and the Irish Trave lers as &..1. 

t• abserb Romani inunigrants te its area; but that would b~ te ignore the 

Central and Northern Scettish Travellers whose dialect includes approximately 

equal ammounts ef Romani and Celtic-backslang special vocabulary. 

The fact ef the matter is that all four of the "old" Gypsy groups 

in Britain have te be seen as amalgams ,of local commercial nGmads and Romani 

irmni.grants f ormcd some time after the original Romani innnigration. during 

the great persecutions ef th~ latter half ef the sixteenth century. As they 

are at present constituted, these ethnicities are then some four hundred years 

eld. 

As to which strand of Romani ethnicity contributed to them, linguistic 

e'ridence places them with the North-Western Hanouche-Sinti-Tattare continuum 
~ 

rather than, say, with the "Rom". Where it exists in their dialects, the word 

"R•m" means "husband", net "Gypsy"; the mest.formal Romani word fer Gypsy 

is "Remanichal". It is pessible hewev·er, that there were diff~rent entry 

strealll!I, frem Scandinavia and from France, for which there is also some 

linguistic support. 
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The mest important peried of urbanisation ef British Gypsies was clearly 

the forty years preceOO.ing the 1914-18 war, fellewing th~ agricultur.a.1 crisis 

which cut away the ma. terial ba.s,e ef rural cemmercial nomadism in the 1870s 

and 1880s. (l3) By the time of the Natienal Survey carri1ed eut in March 1965 

enly 15% of adult males were flngaged in agriculture or horticulture (and a 

further 2% in timber or logging, as eppesed to 52% in "ri.ealing" - predominantly 

urban trading. A great many of the Gypsies who remain in urban areas for 

·threequarters of the year, however, undertake seasonal agricultural werk in the 

summer, however. {14} 

In Ireland, however, the shift from predominantly rural to predominantly 

urban cenunercial nemadism did net occur till th~ 196os; the great immigration 

te England of Irish Travellers sincQ that time has t• bQ seen as as much 

a .rural-urban migration as an inter-country ene. 

The Vlach Rom {Kalderari and Lovari) with vory few exceptions live in rented 

houses, many meving not infrequently. Thos~ engaged in metal r~pair work 
• 

will tr~vel long distances from their· home bases to jobs; and they de net 

even control all the work in th~ir own field; some repair work in h•tel 

kitchens is regularly carried eut by Rem wh• travel from Paris fer it. 

The government of Southern Ireland has a very strong forced sedentarisation 

policy, which may be ameng the causes of Irish Traveller emigratien to 

England, Wales and Scetland. The continued educatienal and secia.1 SQgregaticn 

ef Irish Travellers in Southern Ir~land'·dQmonstrates the failurQ •f 

forced sedentarisation as an assiIDilatien J3r•gramme. Rather than seQing 

house-dwelling as ·opposed to caravan- er tent-dwelling· as the term 

nsed~ntarisatien" implies, we should s~e both as p-.rt of the fl~xibility 

of Gypsy ~conomic strategiQs. 

-

• 
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'l'BE THROWING OP llmlBY AT llBWX.. 

In some areas of Ireland 

the wedding ceremony -

"In most cases the money wa• intended for beg9ara and 
tramps who assembled for the occasion. ---

The amount thrown, coppers and -11 silver aiqht vary 
from a few shillings to a few pounds.• 

,, ,,,,,, 
("Some Marriage customs" by Caoimhin o Danacher) 

Those areas of Ireland where the custom was most prevalent included 

counties Clare, Kilkenny, Limerick, Sligo, Tipperary and in the Newry 

area of county Down. 

The following extract is reproduced from The Farm By Lough Gur by 

Mary Carbery, pub. Longmans, Green and Co., London 1937, pp. 272-3 

"We arrive at Barris's Hotel, Knocklong, and step 
into a throng of beggars, not our own, but pushing, 
vociferous creatures from Limerick. Richard throws 
them coppers which the waiter has in readiness at 
door; he knows the etiquette of wedd!Dqs." 

\6lO 
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BALLADS 
I 

OF A BOGMAN 

IY 

SIGERSON CLIFFORD 

LONDON 
MACMILLAN & CO LTD 

NEW YORK • ST MARTIN'S PRESS 

19;5 

The f ollowinq poems from Ballads of a Bogman by Sigerson Clifford 
are reproduced by permission of The Mercier Press Ltd., Cork vbo 
are shortly to publish a new edition of this collection. 
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0, DRINK YOUR PORTER, 
TINKER MAN 

0, DlINK your part~r, tinlctr man, 
.AnJ wipt your creamy moutb, 
Tbt Just is wbitt upan tbt roads, 
Tbe winJ reJ from tbt scnctb, 
.AnJ wbtre' s tbt sense in footing fast 
Wbtn your tbroat' s on fire witb arougbt? 

Comt, percb upan tbe barrel's tdge 
.Ana slug tbe perter tlown, 
We'll swop tales of tbt tinlar men, 
Witb womtn lean ant! brown, 
Wbo sing tbe roads wbtn oltl King Puck 

Reigns in Killorglin town. • • • 

. f t nt tinsmith but usually engaged 
tinln : the Jrish g1fsy. 0 ten a co;;~~ donkeys. 1t is held that the 

in the buying and sell mg of ~o::·] ~ h dans who suppancd James n, and 
tinkers arc the descendants ~ c ~ . William of Orange. 
who were, in consequence, dtS~cssc ~ • . 

I L.... th Gaelic To drink qwckl) · . "':11 lin 
J 'I: ngm c • thr -da fair held during August 111 NUorg ' 
Xint Pwl : At the famous cc ~ inc . . f the custom is un-

County Kerry, a he-goat is crowned king. ongm o 

known. 

: . .. . . 

] 

J 
J 
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THE BALLAD OF THE TINKER'S SON 

I w AS in school, 'twas the first of May, 
The day the tinker ca111e 
With his wild wide eyes like a frightened hare's, 
And his head with its thatch on flan1e. 

We liked the length of his bare brown legs, 
The patches upon his clothes, 
The grimy strength of his unwashed hands 
And the freckles about his nose. 

The master polished his rimless specs 
And he stared at him hard and long, 
Then he stood him up on a shaky bench 
And calJ cd on hi1n for a song. 

The tinker boy looked at our laughing lips, 
Then with voice like a timid bird's 
He followed the n1aster' s bidding 
And these are his singing \\'ords . 

' My father was jailed for sheep-stealing, 
My mother is black as a witch, 
My sister off-ran with the Sheridan clan, 
And my brother's dead-drunk in a ditch. 

'0, Tralee_ jail would kill the devil, 
· But T ralee jail won't kill my da, 

I'll n1end ye a kettle for one-and-fourpence 
And bring home porter to my ma.' 

He bowed his :head as the schoolhouse shook 
With the cheers of everyone, 
Then the .master made me share my desk 
With the raggedy tinker's son. 

The days dragged by and he sat down there, 
His brown eyes still afraid, 
He heard the scholars' drowsy hum 
And, turning to me, he said . . . 

'Now what would I want with X and Y 
And I singing the crooked towns, 
Or showing a drunken farmer 
The making of silver crowns ? 
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The tinker's son a\Oald he badt •ii&.:. 
With the roadaud._ti& he• Jw~ 
But I put a bullet "-Ug1t his lai'c 
In nineteen twenty-two. 
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'The f~ oflM ~ 
4 hUJ18lY as '-~ 
But the little ~ Of~ 
Will give us half tP ~· 

She ciit tht cards for girls 
And made their ey~ glo\V brigh" 
She read the ~ms of wo~ 
And saw i;beir lips go tight. 

'A dark man will ~you 
On a day of June; 
There's money aaoss Water 

Coming to you soon. 

'0, he'll be rich and hads0ntc 
And I see a bridal feast; 
Your daughter will dwcH in:Qiblin, 
Your son will be a priest.• 

They rode alopg tQgechcr,, 
The woman pale and wan, 
The black ass young and giddy, 
And me broWIHyed ~ maL 

He bought up mules and jennttf 
And sang songs far and wide ; 
But she never gave him children 
To fill his heart with pride. 

She never gave him children 
To spoil his sleep with cries, 
But she saw his empty arins 
And the hunger in his e)'es. 
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He lay on dlt4-ky bed 
Nor k1'leW When thefiaowded 1n, 
His 6ngen coll on· his bead$, 
A prayer-book ~ chin.· 

They sat OD tftc sugawn chairs. 
And the stools the neipboun ~ht, 
We gave them ponu to drink 
And they prayed 11 they blew the ji-oth. 

. 'God's light be .upon his 40Ui,' 
Their prayers ,vcie a ~· s loucf cir.one: 

· His eats were deaf«> it all 
. And hU lips wcr~ Fy as a oo.ie. 

We gave them tobaeco ta miolce, 
They puifed till the house went white, 
Death's seals were over his eyes 
And his tongue and his teeth were tight. 

We gave them the dark-brown snuff, 
'God's crown be on him,' they said. 
Their prayers and sneezt.S were loud 
But they could not wake the dead. 

Last week his heart was young 
And he knew the smell of the earth, 
He closed no eye the night 
The black ass moaned in birth. 
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The songs as old as ruming whet.ls 
And sweet as birdi,throats afiu faia. 
Deep 1risdOm of the will, ftt ean:h, 
The pain of joy, the joy of pain. 

A farmer going by the road 
To tend his cattle in the byte 
And saw her like some Wrf ··9uem 
Between the river and the ti& 

Her beauty stil"red his brQOdi~ l>lood, 
Her magic mounted in his 'heaa, 
He stole her ftbm her tinm Clafi 
And on tlle morrow tftey Were ~ 

And when the sunlight s~ mt hills 
And bird-song drowndf the river's beDS, 
The tinkers quenched their haZel fires 
And climbed the windy road to Kells. 

And from his house she watched them go 
With blue-wheeled cart and caravan, 
The long-eared ass and bony horse, 
And brown-haired woman and tinker man. 
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No more they camped by Urhaa bridce 
And coued their fires to ~ Same, 
They saw him with. JiiS ~ and gun. 
They spat and caned ~is JlaPlC. 

And wlpi ~JUd ~~·~ ~ 
Wirh •tan me ar.ole ttQJD Out the dies 
There came a bereiootcialili Md. 
Wirh red, red JWr andr laatfiltiog c,-. 

That evening when the neighbours came 
They found the son laid on dte ftoor, 
And saw the father swinging dead 
Between the window and die doot. 

They placed the boy upon the cart 

And cut the swaying farmer down, 
They swear a tinker woman came 
With them all the way to 'town. 

The sun flamed in her red# red hair, 
And in her eyes danced srars of mirth, 
Her body hdd the willow's grace, 
Her feet scarce touched the spr~ earth. 

They buried them in Keelvamogue 
And eyes were moist and liP' were wan. 
And when the mound was patted down 
The tinker maid was gone. 

Tbest things wm long beJort "!7 l.-j, 
I on~ 'P'td with bornwel worli, 
But tbat is bow tbe story goes 
In Ivtragb of tbe singing birds. 
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One day thtte came a rcguneat. 
To beat a drum in the show, 
And ;an EJlglish boy w~ tQ~cfl~ 
And smiled, and said hello. *llOINe 

Shining gold he wu, and-~ 
With his bandolier and gun; 
Maybe he knew Greek and Latin 
But he didn't know the Haan.. 

So I sat me down to teadt him, 
Praying he would not forget, 
'Boy, don't you show an inch of hair 
Above that parapet.' 
The laughter ainkled up his lips 
And wiped away the rule; 
He like every beardless scholar 
Thought his schoolmaster a fool 

I tiptoed towards the dugout, 
At the door I turned around 
As the boy fell like a broken branch 
From the parapet to the ground. 
He lay there silent on his back, 
~taring at the skies, 
And he never saw the round red hole 
Between his blind blue eyes. 

Well, here's a health to you, Bard, 
And there's slainte to me, 
And may we both have throats to cool 
Till Ireland will be free. 
And when we own four seas again 
We'll right our counay's wrongs; 
Till then I'll drink your stout, Bard, 
And you can sing my songs. 

'''""'' : good hcalm. 
Klttlltntr: was born in North Kerry. Hence die nnbr•s name for the 

British recruiting-sergeant during World War I. 
gom : Gaelic for a dull-wined fellow. 

.. 
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ACCOUW.r BOCK of the Rev. ...._ nu 

Rector of Dunagby, Co. Antria, cl672-80 

Andrew Rowan was the qreat-grandfather of Arcbiha.14 a..•lton lllQllfa•• a 

prominent United Irishman, and ancestor of the Rowan -tltan f•tJ~, 

Killyleagh Castle, Co. Down. 

The account book contains 159 P49• ana Iii Mt easy to rud. A Jbotoco1f 

of the book is held in the Public Record Offi&lli M.f.), a.Jmoral &w-, 

Belfast (reference number T796). The original is about six by 8e99ll incbe8 

in size bound in leather. 

It provides a fascinating insight to the life and times of a rural llini8ter 

and magistrate. There are frequent references to "tinklars" or "tinkers• 

and the transactions with them. 

Aileen L'Amie 

University of Ulster 

December 1985 
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ITilllAICY dD POVD'tl 

' STUDY II TD SOB-COLTUIB OP POtmr 
1 

PATRICA ScCAITllY 

The&is aubld tted for d.egree of llMter of Sot~ ).a 

lational University of Ireland. <11.C.D.> 19'0-fl. 

~itor's note: 

llod.ern research on Iriah Travellers began in the 1De0'• aad 

Patricia JlcCarthy'a the•i• 1&1at be con&idared one of t .. 

maet important work& on Irish Travellers. It - ti.. firet 

syste•tic study of the Iriah Travellers in mdttn 800lett 

and has provided a fr ... work for 1mch aubllequent re .. arch. 

The complete thesis haa been included la ti.. n•oun 

collection and •Y also be coDSulted in tba 11brarJ af 

11niversity College Dublin. So• extracts frma tlae ti...le 

<pp 1-3, 51-3, 61-2 and 67-9> are reproduced on the folicnd.ag 

pages. 

l.B. Patricia JloCarthy no lcmgar aubecribM to tm _._ 

culture of poverty theory and haa kindly provl.4-1 a etat-•t 

to this effect. 
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THE PROBLEM AND ITS BACKGROUND 

Introduction 

The tinkers have been in Ireland for hundreds of years but the 
"problem of itinerancy" is comparatively new. It is a very obvious 
social problem. "Itinerants are probably the most abused, most pov-
erty stricken group in Ireland".l The travelling people in !~eland lead 
a nomadic life in conditions of extreme poverty in the midst of the 
settled population. They constitute the lowest rung of the class and 
status ladder in Irish society. The travellers are now a peo~le in 
transition, bearing the social costs of economic and industrial pro­
gress that has passed them by and rendered their traditional crafts 
redundant. Various general hypotheses about their ori~in have been 
put forward but they are all spe~ulations as the travellers have no 
folklore on this subject themselves. One such hy~othesis is that they 
are the remnants of a very rigid caste system based on occupations that 
existed in Ireland in pre-Christian times. The discrimination against 
the travellers and their caste-like social isolation gives some weight 
to this hypothesis. Another hypothesis is that they are the descendants 
of the travelling bards we read about in Irish literature. It should · 
be possible to find support for this hypothesis among the travellers 
on the roads today, for example in their poetic use of language, their 
secret language Shelta, and the very high value placed on the dramatic 
relating of events and spontaneous self-entertainment of all kinds. In 
this regard, a certain association with magical powers and with "tinkers' 
curses" is still an element in the attitude of the settled population to 
the travellers in some rural areas. There are other hypotheses about 
the origin of the itinerants but perhaps the most plausible is the un­
romantic one that they are the descendants of Irish ~easants driven to 
the roads out of economic necessity following plantations, famine, 
evictions and persecution. 

Up to approximately the beginning of this century, (when extreme 
poverty was a fact of life for very TilC.ny of the Irish people) the trav­
ellers seem to have had an acce?ted function and place in Irish society. 
They seem to have lived in a symbiotic relationship with the settled 
population, even though not a relationship of equals. They sold their 
wares to the farmers and brought news of the surrou~ding countryside. 
In return, they received a certain hospitality and friendship and in 
addition got a market for their wares. However, rapid progress i:n the 
fields of education, mass communication, industry (with its mass pro- · 
duced plastic wares) and urbaniza~ion has now created a huge gulf be­
tween the style of life of even the poorest farmers and that of the 
travellers who did not gain but, in fact, lost from this progress. 
The .travellers' extreme social isolation and lack of integration in 
the institutional structures of Irish society is the basis of these 
social phenomena. The travi!lers were knm·m as "Ridiri an Bothar" 
(Kri±ghts of the Road) or "The Gentry", terms of subtle sarcasm perhaps 
but with more tolerant connotations than the ter.m "Itinerants." These 
terms might well be more than a question of senantics. As we move 
toward a more complex associational tyoe of society with emphasis on 
economic rationality, and as we becone more affluent, the plir.ht of 
our marginal and deprived r.rouos becones desperate. There seems to 
be an inverse relationship between the degree of affluence of a society 
and the degree of tolerance of denendence or seni-dapendence it mani­
fests. Galbraith attributes this phenomenon to a kind of cultural lag 
between the increased resources on- the one hand and the persistence on 
the other hand of the values and idealorry that wGre functional in a 
world of poverty.2 The hostility of the settled population to the 
travellers persists. This might indicate ' that the travellers violate 
some of the most imoortant norms of the dominant society and points 
to the possible exi~tence of a sub-culture among the travellers in 
Ireland~ a sub-culture, it needs to be stated, that has not as yet 
been identified and delineated. 

\6~8' 
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Definition of Terli's 

Itinerant: A person who habitually wanders from place to place and 
has no fixed abode but excluding travelling entertainers. 3 

Traveller: SaMC definition as itinerant, but itinerants own pre­
ferred name. 

Cultural lag: Wiliam Or.burn distinguished between the :mRterial and 
the non-material culture. Material culture= technology;, etc. Non­
material•beliefs phil~soohies and laws. If in a time of rapid social 
change the material culture changes more r apidly than the non-material 
culture, the non-material culture lags behind and this lag produce? 
maladjustments.4 It is also nossible for the material culture to lag 
behind the non-material. 

Status: Position or rank which a person's conte~poraries objectively 
accord to him within his society.S 

Class: A category of people who have similar social status.6 

Culture: Organized total structure of all the learned behaviou: 
patterns of a people, learned ways of thinkinr., acting a~d feeli~g 
evolved in response to a ~iven social, economic and physical envir­
onment shared by a 1arge number of people,7 

Sub-culture: Additional patterns of behaviour and values shared by 
a group within the dominant culture in response to particular envir-
onmental factors.8 

Values: Values set out the goals of a society. They state what is 
felt to be desirable or undesirable by the members of the society. 
They are a source of legitimacy. 

Roles: That set of behaviour patterns expected of a person because 
of his social position.9 

Hypothesis: A tentative explanation of some phenomenon. 

Model: A conceptual framework or theoretical scheme outlining 
some major issue including some idea of the units involved in their 
relationships.IO 

Theory: A heuristic device for organizing what we know, or think we 
know, at any time about some more or less explicitly posed question 
or issue.11 

Empirical Indicators: Observable signs of subtle characteristics 
of a group of individuals.12 

Bilateral Kinshio System: Descent is traced through males and females 
without emphasis on either line.13 

Unilateral Kinship System: Descent is traced through either males 
or females but not through both lines.14 

Impoverishment: Lack of material resources.15 

Sub-culture of Poverty: "A way of life, remarkably stable and per­
sistent, passed down from generation to generation along family lines. 
The culture of poverty has its own modalities and distinctive social 
and ps~~hological cons7q~enc7s f~r its members. It is a dynamic fac­
tor which affects participation in the larger nati(1nal culture and 
becomes a sub-culture of its own. 1116 
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't'hr· '>flrtici•1·•.nt-<l:r,rrv:.ti"n c--1 r;c stw1y Pas c.::.rril~· r-ut nvC>:: 
nt•rirc1 ,.f ;!pf'l">hntc<ly c;i:: 'cc1c!, in fln unn~fjcinl i:i11 r~·nt c;·l'' 
in Crrnntv Gnlw.""y. 'l'i·.: i-i;~;r>:rcl CJ livcrl in a 110rr.c-:rnt'n c .. •1·:--v.m 
~1.nnli1•;! by the (;.1],11y Ttin0r,n1 S<~ttlemcmt C>-rn..;·dtt~c· 1TI th~ c;:~r·. 

1~11 of tht~ rcs<::<•rcl!c~J. ··~ Lll'l~ fr:r tl!n~c six vcckr; ·per~! Rncrnt ""n th.! 
c:nn!" OJ" with the t·i::tvL·1 lc:i·r.. 

'J'he C::r!~"l-f;:i.t .•: 'f}"'(l c:lm'" u;:;, situ.:i.tnr. 0n :- si.::2 io<..:r, c,ff t·he , .. ,jn 
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t:lin Clr1!' for 'L"l') ,.l'l"S f}l ,. h-,l -..,.,.il t 1 l"l· ~ fc·· .... ' rv .. ' .. • .. • l ....... - (.; '\...,. - ,_ , ~-

ft- p.-.c; C'~'I;'.";: ., ',r.·•,.·c,..., oF ··1""trr n"'•t ~ \1r1-,-. ' ·-· -- . ... - : ... .. - '/ 
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thr0.c ... l:i.st 1nct nuc1i.~'ll" f;:nj~i-'G li·::n~· nn rn·' ~[.(:.:ch 0U1t.!r. !t ~-'1S 
c1o~;:::! enl•Uf~h tn t:'e cjty .'ir~: f:<1T :.:.0'-1._ .. Ji out to let t:he1-.1~c..er thc.:ir 

'I'hiG 1).-irt:i c~1l2r c~71··1 h:1.•2 '!::.:en chosen f0r : :1._; 8tu-:h_~'t for the r2il.S"'ns . . ' 

~cl 0t;t in G!l~>1tcr l. ,\ t.t~·-e11.0r frc.n .:. si:.e. Jn!;(:Dh. w::is hire--: to . , 
null t.1!e r csl•:-n-c:hcr 1 !.~ h.")rr.;c-,:!"nt;;-i cnr::n.:-mL ~u:'~"'' ie·:: hv th2 G~h,·'lv - . -
lt:ln~rn11t ~;0 ttlemcnt C0r.·1it:c.:;: t.") t11r; c;-~1:' . '!. 1 1i~ Fa$ n0t .:-in unusu~l 
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1 'Tinker ' s 11 c-'lm'-; . On t!ic n.:v he :1s:{ec if the rc!Jc:::-cL~r !tnc•: the 
~irl Pho OfH;r.at.cs a h:u:r:-crc:.ft inr1.ustrv anr.r.r- t:w trc:.vcllcrs . :11c:-i 
he di ~co·· •red th.'1 t the resc:ircl1E'-::- h1~Y her~ :!c ~}P ~ noi-e at r>:1 sc, ~e-· 

c."!use lw felt he cnt;ld unr!r?rst.:ui:: her ~"r~sence anr~ f·.:!finc her rclc . 
De Bpi t.0 the ft1c t th~1 t th~ tr"..lc ·"'ur•1nses of th2 visit ucrc 1n·ief 1.y cx­
pl;!inerJ VJ hirn , he Pas just ;::> ;:11-;:i.C"n::, t:~s th:--! rc~;f'\.:-irchc:>r t:hnt she 
r::lwulr1 h;1v8 an 1111.-lcrst:m<L'l.hlc ~1~d rlcfi~1::.1)lc role in the situati0n . 
/) lwlncr in tl11·! hanc1cr,q~=t 1·usin.;:::s se·:·"e'~ t:0 r~:->kc So2ns~ to hir . The 
rcsc:-irclicr discovL'l"C'C~ t11.:i-:.: 'h: i;,.1.:-!S :: sec:0n~ crt~~in nf snrH; nf t!1c• T;c.;:1le 
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. 'l :,e Ha ttl ~ tcr. t of the r>;i in rrou'' conc;i ~tcr of Frt terrr00f covering 
n t ci th er en~, sl cc:pinf quart~r s nf the unr:~rri e1l f irl s an<l l:'0y ~ 
clividi:d !>y t.hc main bor!y of. the tent. It consj stc,1 of c:inv;s b~rs 

·ever h0n1,ed hr;inchcs. held ·~<Jw"n vi th stone~ . '!.'here \1as a fir? J.n 
th~ ni<ldlc 0f the earth floor an<l n hr]e in the cnnvas ~hov~ it for 
tlw smnl:c to escape. ThPre v~ns no furniture Rt .:ill. ~-:os t of the 
!'eO?le crouchc>'1 on the flonr; the lucl~.y C'Pes hrirl tin cc:nisters to , 
sit on. The lJe~s nt either en<l 11ere strat·:r r.iattresscs .;in'1 the 1·:om'.:!n s 
shnwls were use:1 for blankets. 

The cnnvcr£~tinn was general at first. They exnresse~ interest 
in Du~lin, in the researcher's carav~n and the cost of hirin~. They 
sccner! a"'·nrc of a connection bet1·!een th2 resc.?rchcr nn-1 the handcrafts 
business. Bir; H::i~y controlled the convcrsntion, nnrl fin~lly asked 
\~hy the r()searchcr hnd cnne. The re~enrcher r.av: ther1 n true P..ccount 
of her 1,urooscs, whj ch was prect'-:!d w1 thou t surprise. !~nn rer.1arke~l 
th1t she knet.' r..rntton Pu:<"'n when he l·'nS livinr in Dul,lin. ' ... he rc­
sc.nrchcr JT!en tiC"nc.;1 th::i t she kncP uol!c trnvcl lers in Duhl in, which was 
rrcctecl with !=Ceptic isn. They din not scGM t<' knm1 uny of them. llop­
evcr Jnhn ioine~ the ~rnury at this sta~a an~ l~ncw s0n~ nf the sao2 
pconie n~ th~ res~archcr, as his wife's uncl~ lived in Dublin. This 
heb"e-i to set the-r. nt ease. Bir !lar.iny offered the rese~rchcr tea 
an·i nskcu h~r to p.ct her radio, so t11nt th:?y could hear the news . 

llh . ,. They cot1.1<?enter- at len~th on the unan lnterc~t as!1ec.ts of th~ nc\.·s~ 
and in f.:?~t inter!'reterl all of it :in .\ very ners<'nul o~y~ expr.cs in!1 
interest anc concern ahnut the ucr~r.r.'11 lives .~nc feclinrs of the 
n"liticinnq, criMinals, nnd other ners0nalitics rcnticn~~ in th2 news . 
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Jt neccl s to he sta tcr1 thf! t thQ three u tin1:er ymhs '' Per1J 1nuch T'llr re 
th.:m plnces to gC't drunk) to the tr."'!veller!::, 1vhich iG Phat sP.ttlc·rl 
reoplc genernlly t1dnk of thcTJ :.?n~! oi the tr.;vellers Ph~ E::Jther c?rc.und 
thcri. They tire snci:il cf?ntrer. in cyc~y si::r.se. ThP rro~riC?tnrs of t\·:-0 

<'f rher;c pu:..1s ~n~ovidcn vc::.·y ric:ccs:;n:·y services fl';}r thG travellers. 
One c"r: tben l~;is used nc a ~tm11ir.c~ n-:dress by every tr'1v~llin::> f P.r.iily 
in the.! ;n_.en, ~!cnen~'in~ C'i1 H1i.i.cb ~m!J tne faYJ.il:.· f.re(fu~n·.:crl <1nrJ .qlso 
whi.ch pu!J they would ~,e ::;~r-· ."<: .i.n. T;1c m.;r:::rr: 0£ th~r.P --uh~ h-i~ ~ 
P:0110fCly C-11 thC trf!Vell<?.,..S I t;_·:;dc :tur: C~JUJ.<l l::;r Cf)~"tl rU!E.S al.nut 
·w;;.'ich tri~o.s they woulrl serv'..?. Tl1::..y ~rnpt r:-5s.'!g2s fr-1· ti·ejr cust0ners, 
1'1·nv:iccd n lcttcr·-rcn.-1in~: SC':-\.Ticc) :J:::1 0cc·~sio~;lJv· :.! l~ttc::--t·riting 
service-!. Sc:tticd ;icrirrlc· i.;1.(1 ;.~::!n~~-~ i:c cc::t<tc•- ~ t:-P.\T'2lir:- cc1uld either 
fir:~l hi::1 <!t nne of th:-!c;.:_: 0ul..,5 o,· ji'.'..:ve n I"'CSScP~ "i:iith lh2 n·mQr, c'1n­
fjdent th~u: it woulr1 l· c_ <lcljvcrr~ ... ~. 'j~~-;:,vell.:.-::-s left r.:.sr~~es fpr el'ch 
0thcr wj th the nwn(>rB c::c~ i c.m:l t:nt tl;py \·:?~~ .:il\mys dc1 ivercr!. l. 
trnv<:llcr C,.~ulCl fC!t .'1 ClJ!> 0:: tC'."i jn tllPS~ T'U}')~ th0 r.;!ly pleiC('S in 
the cit)' wh~Ti~ they coulr1 ~cl ."'\•1c. '.:her2 Are vc.r', Ee1 ~"'13.cc>s in ?.ny 
t0\·ii1 when~ tntvc1 lerr, cr~n gc::t1kr c:i:if.. s0cia~ir;e t.rithcut :cu:1nin~· intn 
tremble with the ;iuth0ci.tiC"".3. '!'hj_s they ar2 .::ll01jerl t·".I r:n r:t thf' 
"tinkcr

11 

pubs, situ;1tn~ in t~c ~H!Ck str2~tr.;; Cl\;oidc:c! by the settle,.1 
ropul.~~ t ion. Hcrr2 t1rny f!.1 thc!r anri ~t!l1~, kcE.;1inz! U!" Hi tl: the Pe~n 0f 
interest to them, C:!rrnn1:.in~ nn tches: etc. D:i.scrir:iinati on and l're-
jud ice not only mcnn that thQ pu1

)S .,,,~ nlnost the only entertain.~1ent 
allowed to travellers; t ":ev alsn crente the need in the travellers 
to cl.in~ to eRch other in R ~fly that settled re0µle secM~t0 fin1 ex­
cessive. Settled people .~re very r:.irely ~~en in 1!ti:1.ker 1= pubs . 
Their m·mers denen.1 entire] y on the tr.;vcliers' trade. Despite the 
vast a~ount of ~rink that the travellers are renorted to consu~e, 
'

1
tinker" pubs tend to loo!~ nctorint?sl v ru:-i-dov-n. 

Spendin~ Patterns~ 

The m:iterial culture of the travell~-::-s is extre1.-12ly !."0or. Their 
property has to be ccnf incd to uha t tl~ey cP..n tP..kc ui th then \•Jhen trav­
el I in~. This partly cxplnins the im~ortncce 0£ horses an~ dcn~eys to 
the!ll. Besides 1~cin~ Cl quici~ ;·my of calcui.'.'l ting a ttmn 1 s weal th, they 
are nn invcstr;icnt. Vc:ns fl.n'l c.3rs <-j~e hep.inn) n:-: to rerlac~ the111 n0w 
to A 1 i!iii tcrl extent. V:J.ns hF..VQ the .:?dvc-.ntar.e of r~0t r~cecing erazi.nr, 
but the substantial disn~vantafCG cf ne~din~ retrnl, tax nn~ insur-
2ncc. They ;ire a stntus i.;y:nboJ, a r.;_r·n oi ''7e:1l th. The r..::jority nf 
travellers. ·w·"'uld be ashA.i11ed noP to cirriy·c a~ a ·weeding, funerel er 
0thcr gnthering in n pony and cnrt •. ~rn the f0lJ.0win3 inci~cnt illus­
trates: Bir. ?'-fr:.mu1y :inti D::irlrty '·7c>t"P. invited to .:! ni.Qcc' s we lrling t,... 
take p] ace in ~ tr:.wu some twenty r.iil12s n~vay. i:ext day they were vi~­
i te<l by a r,rcu!) cf trnve 1] er s ,.·i th ci van. tJhsn .'lskcd if they Pere 
eoing tO the \.-.7 Cddinp, the:: rCi'lie!\! th~t ttey he.d 110 l·TC!Y Of ~Oil'lf,, 
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C'!Psni t<-' th0 fnct thnL thev ll'l:-! a hornc ~11 ! cart. After <! eoor! deal 
of discussjrm nhout the P~ic~ of pct·roJ ~ the m·:-ner of the van offcre<l 
t0 drive thr.1.,, He drove. the whole f.1r1ilv in tw·o trips the c.ay of 
the Pdld ~n'~ r.rl'l "t:-ns nai,.1, of cour<>C'. Bif' To:'l t.~cis the 0nly one whn 
·•oul•: ·lrive his !lony llni! curt to tn,·n. The others woul"J walk or p.et 
th~ hu~ orcn~ionallv. Th2r0 i~ ~ prnctical rc~son for this too, 
n:!i"el)' t11-:L it is hecor:lill~ vpry rl,n~lrnus fnr .1 1N~n with :i pony ;.i.nd 
C'nrt on th. ron1.lt-, uith th(. v0lu1""P of rr•0,:C>rn tr~ffic. There have 
lrc~, n'!n) rn'l·l nccir1cnt5 in'1nlv.:nr· t.r.-1v{ 1 llrffs ~n cnrtc:; :lnd c:onscquc:ntly 
thr y arc r fr:; i ! . 

Vcrv litt!r rf thrir incn~c is snrnt on raDital po0~s. Many 
trr-v'-llcrs nr~ in·clC'~t to a Pl1ne~·-Jcnrl,·r fo·L" t~.'-i..r wa~~nns~ horses, 
etc. .\t ra-:tclws, .-lm·7rys :ire oftPn scttlC'c 1'v 2rranpencnls ,.1j th these 
rinricy-1. n.1Lrr.;, althnuch th<: ~~l1·prir·r. :ire very littl{'.'. The vP.st nRjority 
nf thP trr.\cllcrs seer to he outside the cr.nsui.!Cr society. Their 
n1.tL·rial ncC'.:!5 nt 11rcsent, snc:i.ldnr; cYf the cnr·1 ) stu·1ie'l snecifically, 
hnvc hcC'l" ""nfinc.rl to an alm-1'1inpJy 1ff.i.i11itive level. Their cv.:iluat:ir:m 
of th~ nL~cssitics of life is extrencly lcw. Th~ olcier · travellers 
Ptirti• 1lnrly :ire un~wP.rP. of the c::-:-l stcncc of a variety .r•f consuf!ler 
roods. '1any such ~cods have no rclevanc:! to their 1 ives et ?}resent. 
The noor m~tcrial culture is reflcctcJ in thr cl1ildrcn's vocabulary, 
an~ indeed in thC' vocabulary "f all travellers .. ~!I The children's lack 
<'f f aniliari tv lJi th thinrs scttlerl ncopl c tnke for granted, e . g. 
furniture, tooth naste: forks~ ~ variety of fo~cls anc toys, etc. 
tends t0 retard then at school 1~cre all the vords an~ the lessons 
co~e frrym a settled cultural hackrrnund. Their prcnunciation nlso 
ten~s to be noor, partly as a result of their social isolation ~n<l 
p1r tl y because a 11 tr:ive l lers learn £Rli'r!On or Shel ta as v.1el 1 as 
Enrlish 3S ~~~~ies. ~hese factors n~y lead a teacher to consi~er 
trRvellinr chil~ren unintellir•cnt, an<l she ~ny conseauently irnore 
then, incrensinr the already acute scnac of inferiority thnt travel­
lers feel with rc?,Rrd to ;;the qu~lity:• (the settled population). 
There seer.1s t0 1,e a stronr. cnsc for special re~c-iial schools for 
travclli ng children, aimed at bri~r,inr the f,?.J? het,.1cen the settlec 
culture nnl th~t 0f the travellers. 

The youn3 ryco~le in the canry went to the pictures f~irly often. 
Th)s is a r.rovin~ entertainment alternntivc to the trarlition~l 
rlri~ting. They were all orientate~ to rn0~~rn trends, liked pory­
n·1sic, an1 took a oersonal interest in the rop stars, love~ ~e~terns 
hccause of the many 1 inl::.s with their cul tur:il b:.:ckpround- -the wa~ons 

l 1 f . 1°1 I " :..J ' the 1orses, tie cam'!)- ires, rte. l. ~e GP.ns l!rbnn Villa~ers", 
they nrcf ~rrc~ action to cl i:)lop,uc in thP ?i c turcs anrl f:riori r-nvs 
versus ha! ~uys t0 lo~e storics.2 Yet they rc~ninc<l spect~tc~s 
to mo(!ern trcn~s in real life, narticuL:rlv the girlr. . 1 

I 
I 
I 
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cxieto. "1hen 
converaatinn, 
h'"lUT& 1ittine 

iilliifillf-INJ.C1 ---o ft1'1"V fro:1 t~c t•n~~.• ar. . .. ... . 
..,.,,, • - .. c· er r1"··e ~+;,a·-:. th• 1fOM11• 
Tb 1 0 • sin cont1nu cs'->' ' ·· · .. , ·· r. .... -. t~•ca as 

tr(: r.ro-·n·1 "lUC'1 1..!C ..• ,e- Yl~ 
t d :'ln c:t s ~o . c;n ... "'Ii.., • " " .e::, uc, i · :• t ~.";J GaTc.11#i' f ir.hts' 

n evct"~wherl!··-~rin.~, n.1' _1n, ~ - . ,. . .rOfle'C money 
...... with th none ·-lenders :i h'.:rs(>~ ~ vnns' c~: ... ~ '~ ... i" an'J 

.. ··tr.i.rs w" t11 ~~e s~i.t~e .. · wor -
,.,. a trick o.,. n g!':lnhl e' cncou'" - · - · · 11 v tbey r,C\ 
~ • anl ~prf~~ . n~cns1rn~- . 

l a n births, r.nrr1 nr,es <;9 • • • •• • • , , n~ the sexes • J • t t 1 e- f\{ r.r' 5r•p .a. Cfln\: 1.C 1. .a. 
Inn c-roun but t'1erc is ~ . ...~'r. ;r-ou;~ cut of necessity, 

1 c .... ha··e l!'. n T•i'r:·-·· '' · · , 
nubs, f<'r c .tt !'\. : • L : 1 , • • • ·~s t'!rou;!·! t ha, ren s 

,:~B~~t.hio is cm1'1ctcly l~!'nr~.._i;Jsc<. ~~-'"~~:~:~;he~ t:&c n~n O."lY 1-e 
0n sites PhCr ! tn(' T'n1l e frOU ... J • ' -·· ., c • St • '"- . 11 'llr. pl··v11,r· (., 1. .••. c-r ,U 

.,.. ... nt aost of tl• • < y--:lt t· c Jt\ : . :·' : .... · .::.,-:·~·r.f ~--~in" virtu'llly 
• The t .. ...,e:i t11 n er . .,,., :n.i. - ... o. ~ -.1 . . => f tt nrnun • ~ . • . . , . -: _ .. ,. .. ,.,1.. ttj 5 state n 

h O .._, 11c•1 ']_fl r '- T')1 - "L-' •I : 

• er ~ • n t c site s1. 1 • •• ·• · · · --= : .... ....,.;c .~. ftressi•"'n •1 . r C"_,,, .• ,rc11 .. ··-- ...... 
f i S ~ tn,,~ cnn::1·1.·11t1n~ ·'' ·····-· · • · the 3 r A · - · , l 1 • : ,... ,. ,... • •, ..... i· ':"" nwn 1 n 

.. '·'c"11c3 tc·~r·;s31rn ..... ::::- ···- -····· 
f the "'<'nc •. · · ~ ,.. .. ") ci , ... " ··ncss of the 

1 1 1 pr>·•~·• I - _,_ • , 1· ~"'n .,,.. ,,, tt in" ~r. "TI" 'nt..1 ~eri _,,n, ·: ..... . . ··- . 1 £ ....... 
l. (•~ "- i' n •• . l • ..,t,• ., '1 •. ,...,.,,...1.: ,,·~ : t sce:•u:~'. i:'L . 1 ... · hi· ,. .• ...,:i ·pno·i. c• ·1r .. _'\~ J..' ........ 1· ••• 

i.; rr1 ,c re 1'&.lf'l'~· ,., ~·-· :·. · .. , ··cJc···ir·· 1r• :~~:1:..·ntion . J~hn . 1 . , 1 .: 11 ... t '"~ .. P.r , n L. ! i:. :.. '. l .. \'" ... . . 

fr~ 1.1le , is we~ · \.,, - -i ~·-~ ~.~·· ~-yi _ .. ,._:1 t-1·.ci:~ c ~--~::~! LizziP. left 

n 

C cxtr~ru ly C'"""i.·esr.r '• • l .. •L -\ _... •· • ., - 1 h 1 · 
CC • ,. 4 • ·, .... • 'l''0 t p· r. 7°'~1 a CO C' lC 

him . Atm SP.P-nc·\ r!C"l"(" &t ·1 VC!ry n.- -.:en :~~·1 .·.L ... ":~ :· r' -;r- -~he orou" h:l·~ 
. J sr T) ,. Mu··1"' PY ;i r ... :v::!.1 - L. ' ' 

nd chrt>nic11l ly r1 c~:t•sr:;~ · 0 -·. •• '· • • , ·· 1 .. · .. t hreakin~ anrl 
h .. t s 1·., _, 'Yl" !) ( u . t 1 .• ~ . 0 .. 

bti~ crinin::\l re~cr,!-·~:>etty t C!I r.:0 L..i. •, '· , ___ .. • "'. :. 

• f · · · · 1 t.Jhi le he was 1n 
en~erinc. \lP. spent a cr2nt rlcal o tr:ic :tin JBl • . . • er care of 
jail his wife hccame extrenely ·~epr esscc.' stopred t ak:n. 1 1 
b '1f n~ drank heavilv. Qn his release .. she chcngec co~ ete y, 

erae a niddlc-class. standnr<ls he 1i·l not treat lier ~ell. Whe~ 
although by d • she afYain lapscti into dcen depression. l.iarr1age 
he re-entere nr1sC'n, & • • • bol--

rel"tionshin is very hirhly rc~nrded. It is a status sym aa a . . . t 
the most i.J!lnortant nne in travcllln~ SOC1C Y• 

-· 

*•••· 
live J.n ~Ry in western ~•U.. J)ut. the Cl\1blQlx..of,npt§6#•5Lb 

that ~t.y i• the f4uJ.~ of ~ P°-91" t.11• .. J.ftS - tlMa, ~·~ ~ •lf 
,~ . 

perpetuating cycle. It p~cea ~ eqplapia on tbl dp@I~~- •ab--

cultural ~ttems of behaviour UODg the poc>r rather tbaa CD ~ a:tJlt~911l, 

social and eeonomic .fo~ces in the wider society tbat ~ ~ ~ t:be 

first place. It distracts attentian aa. the crucial is~ - ~ u t:be 

distribution of wealt:h in the aociety, tbe value 919tma that n:Gt•~--

the right to private property, for ex•mple and the cl•aa an4 status system 

that relegates certain people to the bottom of the pile because they belcxiq 

to a particular class or . status group. 'Ibese issues are obviously of 

crucial importance in understanding why travellers live in the terrible 

conditions that can be seen all over the country, why they have so little 

access to the facilities and services we take for granted and why there is 

so little political will to change this situation. 'Jhe culture of poverty 

idea also serves to distract from the fact that travellers constitute a 

separate culture within Irish society, a culture that has historical links 

with other traveller and gypsy groups throughout Europe. In a society as 

culturally homogenous as Irish culture is, it appears to be extremely 

threatening to suggest that a group of people live among us who do not 

necessarily subscribe to all of the values and norms of the wider society 

and whose identity and sense of meaning is rooted in their own culture. 

To accept this latter proposition, which I believe to be true, requires 

that travellers should be treated with respect .rather than with the 

contempt reserved for "drop-outs". It also of course directly challenges 
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the assimilation policies of successive Governments and various voluntary 

organisations. There is however, a growing body of opinion prepared to 

accept the concept of a separate cultural identity and for travellers of 

course it marks a major psychological change - to be able to see 

themselves as people of value and worth in their own terms rather than 

as a collection of individual families attempting to "make it" into 

settled society. I feel that it is very important to rescind this 

statement after many years working with travellers and after the 

realisation that the interpretative framework of the culture of poverty 

is not only inadequate to explain travellers' lifestyle but it is also 

dangerous because of the type of policies it logically leads to i.e. 

policies aimed at assimilating travellers into the wider society and of 

denying the real cultural differences that exist between them and us. 

I am in the process of writing a paper on the subject which I hope will 

be published next year. 

Patricia McCarthy 
Social Worker 
October 1985 
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I wanted to mut some of tkose Travellers t/zal liot in Ille 
· traditional Gypsy W'!1 - either in bender tents or in horse­

drawn carQ.lJans. 

The tents are made by bending OrJer hranckes whose nuJs 
have been stuck into the ground, ~ng tile tops, and placing 
over the framework a covering of tarpaulin, sacks, or clothu 
and other materials. Inside, there is llSfUdl1 a lwme-made 
stove and straw to slup on. Between one and two thousand 
people live like this in Britain. 

The lwrse-draum .varda was tlie !Jpical Gypsy home u1ltil 
recentfJ, but now is not used by more tlzan a Jew lumdred 
Gypsies. 

Most of the British Gypsies in both t/zese types of homes 
are in Scotland or Ireland. Bewildered by our ciuilisation 
which is so muck more complicated than theirs, the bender 
tent dwellers are the hardest of all G,Jpsies to reach. Tkt.J 
are, per/zaps understandab!J, hostile to Gorjios, whom, in the 
areas of Perthshire and Lanarkshire where I trQ.lJelled, tlzey 
rifer to as 'Country Handles', or just 'Hllllllles' for slum. 

I think it would not be exaggerating to sqy that there is a 
quality of terror and dread present in their lives which it is 
dijficult for those of us who slup in /Jeds to uninstand. 

A bender tent is a 1JU/nerable plau to live even in the 
summertirru, amidst a hostile communi9. In winter, when 
the wild Scottish winds sweep across tlu moors, it is douhf1 so. 

I cow myself fortunau that tliree of them agreed to speak 
witli me. 

Tiu Gypsies who liDe in tents are tlu onl.1 Gypsies in tliis 
hook whose names I luzw c/umgetl. 

I luul a reastm /or doing this. 

~~l)"ICt~~ga~g·~~~ 

'I joined IM housing list, but neon' got no WtWd back from tlwm.' 

A large tent made of green tarpaulin stands amid the Scottish scrub. 
There is a home-made stove at one end and a hole has been made 
near the top of the tent for the chimney of the stove. The stove is 
made from an oilcan which has had a hole made in the top with a 
little lid that can be pulled on or off, and a square hole made near 
the bottom of it for the draught to go in. The ftoor of the tent 
is cold earth over which some form of carpeting has been placed 
which has now become the same colour and consistency as the 
earth. 

In this tent live Mr Russell Bilton and his family. They have a 
double bed at one end, and boxes and chairs round the stove at the 
other. 

They pay a pound a week for the right to live amidst the scrub. 
I'm shown the way there by a weak torch held by one of the boys. 
A wild-looking man sits behind the stove-pipe. 

The earth around the place is littered with roots and branches 
and a scrub of trees. Behind the stove is a small corrugated iron coop 
containing puppies. There's a large telly on a box with a Benny Hill 
programme playing. 

Mr Bilton, unshaven, sits on the bed and is the most dispirited of 
any Traveller I have met so far. 

He has three children. One of them is barefooted, on this cold 
night, on the cold earth. 

Mr Bilton: 'All the land's tooken over by the pylons and all, you 
know, big lairds, you know. 

'If you stop nowadays, you might be there for five minutes when a 
police comes round and just puts you in the road right away. You 
have to go, if you don't go you'd be pulled up. And if you're not 
fined you'd be tooken to gaol. 

'A few yean ago they picked 1U up four times for being just 
camping at the same place. And fined a pound each time. They 
kept us in this cell from ten o'clock at.night to two o'clock next day. 
And then they took us to court. We had nothing to cat or drink 
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·couldn't carry the other cover, so they dumped it. It wu too heavy 
to carry. 

'They left it where they could find it. But when they went back it 
wasn't there; it wasn't there. It waa a very tragic time, there's no 
dou ht, yes. And my father waa tooken away through drink. Just a 
quarrel you know through the drink. He just got lifted.' 

'\\7hat has been the best time of your life?' 
'The happiest times I recall were down picking the berries. Lou 

ofTravellen around. Have a sing-song, a dance and so forth. I used 
to play the pipes then, but not now because my chest's away. 

'I prefer a tent to a house. With a house it can be very, very 
draughty. And damp. The old houses up here, they're very damp, 
these old houses, they're getting very old and they're usually damp. 
Oh yes. But in a tent - I mean you stay there with the fresh air all 
the time, all the time. I mean during the frosty weather I always 
keep an extra fire on in the tent. Keep plenty of heat. You can't do 
that in a house. 

'I been always in a tent. I wouldn't mind a trailer. It would be all 
right if you could flfford to get one. Yes, but I mean to say to buy 
one just now, thcy,rc too dear. I had an old one here last year, but 
that was very old, it was damp. I just broke it up. 

'This is much more cosy actuaµf}han ~rda which can be very 
damp. And if the roof goes they!get vc~mp, once they get wood 

' " rot. L.-C: ·co,,,,,, 
" i .... ...,.. • 

. 'f", 
'To put up a bough tent like this t~cs, ob, a couple of hours starting 
from scratch. From cutting them;' well you get boughs from round 
about, I mean, if you got to travel for your boughs that'll take you 
more time. But to get it up when you've got the boughs, roughly an 
hour to stick 'em up. 

'And then you make the stove yourseU: Just use a chisel and 
hammer, that is all we use. 

'I have no horse, now. If I want to move, well you can go on a 
bus, but there's usually somebody to shift us around, somebody with 
a car. 

'The things I can't take like that bit of furniture there, I just leave 
it behind. 

''Ve tie the boughs together with string. Tie 'em round. with 
string, put the canvas over the top and stones round the bottom to 
weight it down. Then it will never shift. 

- - --- -
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•A friend of mine, he'1 a gentleman and he took a copy ol w ol 
these tents and he made a - what you'd call a l'Ole byre, and be built 
one like this and he planted l'ORI up each stick and all grew up ildo 
an arbour. In the m1mmenime he can haft bis tea oatlide la die 
summer and nnell J'Olel, beautiful. And he just ma it a a •mmcr­
house. It's lovely, you know, whenyou.eetherc:.sallgrowingabom. 

'When I lost my wife, I found it hard to start with. To keep the 
boys - tea and bread and cheese ii no use for boys, you got to pt 
soups and that for 'em. You've got to have a lot to keep them going. 

'What's the farthest I've travelled? Oh well, rve been all over. 
I've been in England. Been in lnvemm, Aberdeenshire, up at Ayr· 
shire, Edinburgh. I've been all over. 

'\\'ell, I like Perthshire the very best. Perthshire's a great place, I 
think. Always come back, yes. I like a bit of fishing and there's some 
nice fishing in Perthshire.' 

'Do you think that travelling will go on or come to an end?' 
'Oh, I think it's coming to an end. Like, the Traveller people in 

the glens, they're still making baskets, tinware, and that. But you 
don't sec 'cm coming around here with 'cm any more because they're 
all getting off the road into houses. You miss them coming around 
with their baskets, tinware, and that.' 

'Would you be sorry yourself to sec the young ones giving up the 
old Traveller's traditions?' 

''Vell, not in a way, because I mean there's nothing on the road 
no more, the road is finished.' 

This extract is reproduced from ·§ypsies by 
Jeremy Sandford published Martin Secker & Warburg Ltd 
London 1973 by permiss.ion of the publishers. 
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above Martin McDonagh and family 

below Patrick McDonagh and family 

Both families were housed in 1970 
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TARPAULIN and CANVAS TENTS 

"The Irish Government has declared tarpaulin and canvas 
tents 'completely unfit' for human habitation and has 
prohibited their use. Such structures provide the only 
shelter for many impoverished tinker families who not 
surprisingly suffer from respiratory ailments. 

The photograph (and caption) is reproduced with permission 
from "Irish tinkers are unwelcome" by Kevin c. Kearns, 
The Geographical Magazine, London, Volume L, Number 5 (1978). 

See also Bender Tents by Edward Ayres. Macmillan Education 
1979. A small illustrated children's book. 

Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
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THE CASE FOR F\..St::OJNITIOH OP. THE IRISH T~. '13LL:::RS fl.S A SEPARATE r::rIP-n:c GHOUP 

For those of you for whom the word "Anthropolcgy" conjures up a..wi image cf scr.:ec:-_e 

in \•:hite shorts and a pi-th hclr:ct diligently m~a.su.ring the skull proportions of 

somewh.a.t bewildered Bantus, a. brief wor:l on \-:hat th~ Scie!'lce is all about. 

"Anthropos" is the Greek word for "Man". An.,~hr·opoiogy is t~us, in its broad.est 

sense, the study of Yiartlcind. Strictly speaking, th~n, any of the Social Sciences 

- such as Sociology, Politics, F,conomics, Psychology - are 3imply branches of 

Anthropology, focussing as they do on specific aspects of )la.n. The Science ~hich 

remains under the title "Anthropology" is non-spcciP-list; it delves into, aJ:d 

attempts to link, all of the various aspects of being hllI!4?1. 

The "culture" referred to in C-..iltural Anthropology* is also the broadest _possible-

term of reference. It carries none of the connotations of the wcrd when used 

·colloquially (as in, uhe's a very C'..!ltured man" - m~r.,.ing ''his tastes are refined, 

he lik~s 1gcod' muoic, painting, literati.4re'', or when "culture" is taken a.s a 

synonJ'I!l ~or thi~ :'good" ~usic, painting, and literature itself). On the contrar~ 

our use o!" . the word ''cultur~" carries with it no ·va.lu~-judgements t;ha.tsoe-Jer.· 

Culture, in the scientific sense, is anything which a. human d.oes no·' possess 

biologically, which he must therefore learr1 from the people aroWld him. Tnis 

includes his language; religion; who he will identify as friend.s and enemies, 

kin and non-kin; who -to look up to and who to despise; the types of pair.ting, 

music, literature, to which he will be exposed; the kinds of clothing, jeweller~,, . 
hairstyles, he 

dwell in; the 

he will eat; 

~rill wear, and expect others to w~ar; the t;;pe of home .t.e will 

types of economic activities he will engage in; the kinds ~f food 

who he will marry a.nd at what ae;e: ilow ha will relate to his in-

laws, how many children he is likely to have and how h~ \rill educate them; a.:r..d 

so on, virtually ad infinitum. Culture is an abstract word embracing t!lose 

material, psychological, spiritual, and ~ocial elements which unite individ~als 

into groups distinct from other groups. It is al~o a universal attribute to a.11 

humans· every-eihere (there is no group of humans Lwiywhere on earth, now or at a.ny 

time in the past, which does not possess culture; the closest phenomenon to 

culturcless humans are not human at ~11, but those ra.re instances of the childre~ 

of humans who are raised by animals alone). 

~- Primarily to d.istir..~uish it from P!:y~ical Anthropclot,y - which- is abou.t the 
physi.cal ~npects - inchtdir-,c: s~:'..lir-,:: r:portions - cf be~ng hl.:Itan and a.lso fr~:-: 
various spacialiGations ~ithin the discipline, G~ch as ·social Anthropology lg~c~ 
dyn.:lrnic s on a uni vcr::;2.l ht;ma11 s eal".?), EtrJ10psychclch')' {the int<:rrela. ti on cf 
psychclogy a.r:.:i C\li't,n·e )! f6tc. 
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t · cul~ur· e It does not There is a strange, and universal, para.do:>. _:lheren in " • 

"come naturally"; it has -t;o be painste.i~- :.gly lea.mt over the period of a lifetime 

particularly in the earliest 1ears of mc~t basic and intense socialisation. 

Eveey mother in the world is constantly plagued by her childrens' constant "why' s" 

and the answers she gives them, however unsatisfactory they may at first be, a.rE: 

finally inteJ"l'llr.lised; the child becomes an adult and takes his pla.ce in society. 

Otten he, like his pa.rents before him, when asked "why" he does what he does, 

believes what he believes, can answer with nothing more concrete then ''Because!" 

- Because, this is the way we do things, and (since we would not do things in a 

deliberately wrong way) because, by implication, this is the Right Way. 

The science· of Anthropolcgy utterly refuses to reocgnise any Cuiture, or for that 

matter any given aspect of any given Culture, Rs being THE, RIGHT, WAY - all are 

simply alternativ~s chosen from among the broad spectrum of human ~otential, anci 

influenced too by external factors beyond the group's control (such as climate, 

flora, fawia 1 neighbours). On the other hand, Anthropology must recognise the 

existence of the Universal Paradox: that every Culture, everywhere, is fiI'!!lly 

convinced that it and it alone embodies the Right Way. Its way of dres~i.ng is 

correct - others' are immoral or barbaric or both. Its religion is correct 

others will suffer for refusing to see The Truth. Its morality is correct - . 

others are either pn1dish or lascivious. Its economic norms and activities are 

correct - other are either lazy or miserly. And so on and so forth down the 

line - universally. 

My emphasis on The Universal Paradox in this chapter is not accidental. It is 

very relevant indead to the rest ·of the book. 

This book is writt~n by a member of Settled Culture for other members of th.at 

Culture. It is about a different Culture altogether: tha~ of the Travelling 

People. Beca.-c.se the situation is bi-cultural, The Universal Paradox is very 

much in evidence in relationships between the two groups. 

Persons reading thrcugh the manuscript have continually warned me: ''You're basir.z l _, . 

this whole thing on the Separate Culture Agrument. You're going to have to do a 

very good job, at the beginning, of convincing the reader that Travellers do 

consitute a sepa~ate Culture in the first place; otherwise all your arguments 

and recommendations will be perceived as invalid." 

.tit. For example: "Why have I to kiss Aunt l·~Ude when I don't like her?": "Why r..ave I 

I to ~rcss up on h?lidays?"; "Why can't I play with dolls/drink alcohol/sta.y a"t 
home 1nstead of going. to school·?": ~'Why do people hav~ to die?": ''Why ci~as 
daddy go out to work instead of staying here with us?": "Why do I have to £;:Lt 

ca.rrots?": "Why can't I marry you when I grou up?": etc. etc. 
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One of the most insidious '-f:ays in which The Universe.I Paradox can operate is by 

refusing to even r~ocgnise a given Cultu!'e 1 ~a Cultu!'e. We ha.\re all come a 

long way from the 19th-centu~y colonialist mentality wherein all non-Europeans 

were "savage~", ''barbar1·ans"', a · "h th " 1 · 1 • • - na. ea ens angu!.!:.ll.ng in darkness and ma.king 
upon us the moral demand that we shoulder The White i·:i::.n•s Burden and bring to 
them the Blessi~gs of Civilisation. They might, in their ignorance, resist our 

selfless and heroic efforts at bringing them The . Tr-~th, but in time (since ours 

wa.s so obvicusly and indubitably The Right Wa·.r) they would see Th L. ht d 
oJ · e ig , a~ 

bless us for our trouble. All of this was seen as justified - ind~ed, necess~rs 

- because their Way was devoid of validity·, at t · t wors , l. was morally disgusting 
barbarism (imagine having more than one wife); at best, it came closest to tha 

Truth which we alone possessed (Moslems were ''bettE::r" than Hindus since th?.y are 

at least recognised. the existence of a single f;aprcme Being, and even ack.'lo~·:lcd.s~d 
Moses, Abraha:n, and Jesus, though not quite 3.s they sh0u.ld have done). At that 
~ime then Europ'an · 1 b 1. d h ' , ~ s serious Y e ieve t at they alone possessed Culture, eve~ 

though they could not q'-iite agree amongst ther:!selves which particular form of 

Christianity, or which particular Indo-European· langu.o.ge, was the rightest for.n 

of . ~~J.e Right Religion and the Right language. Nowadays, however, we concede tha-:: 

\\·e were wrong. We honour the artwork, mustic, literature and costU!Ile of our 

Asian and African brothers; we speak with the:n as c-~.;.als through -the Uni teci . 

Nations; we seek them out for economic co-opere.t5.on c,f mutWil benefit. They 
still 7 saclly, d.o not quite co!"'.Jorm to The Right Way _ but t\ey .. l... r.1 ... 

h IJ..0 ;iave a ray Oi 

their ovm; it is recognised as separate and (theoretically at lc::ast) equal to et:..r 

o'm. We have learneci to live with the fact that -they are going t 0 ca.rry on 

thinking sheeps' eyeballs 3.re a aelicacy, getting married to their.first cousins 

at the age of tw~lve, not getting upset at the sight of bare-breasted women (or, 

ee:i,ua.lly 'irraticna.lly', getting upset at the sight of an unveiled woman). 

Closer to home, however, this mentality has undergoyie no change h t ·· w a soever, thc~g~ 
the arguments used to justify it have altered so:newh~t. We in Ireland, U.."'-1.ike 

our British neighbours in their multi-denorainc..tional, multi-ethnic, multi-racial 

SO•")iety, have yet to come to tenns with the single ether distinct Culture* sr2 ri:::5 
this i'sland with us: the Ir.;sh Travellers. u h 

J... ne ave very cleverly avoided this 

by the only means at our disposal (i.e. the only means culturally permissable ~o 

us). The arugment goes like this: since other Cuitures must now be accepte~ 
anc~ respected in their diversity, as equal to our Oim, yet the Travellers' way 

of life is clearly \H1acceptable, inequal and incapable of being r~spected, thsv 
..L t +. t .1. must.. no cons,,1 ui.e a separate Cultu!"'e at all - they must, in fact simolv be 

iC· Whether or not th~ Aran Gaeilgeoir. currach-fishr;r;nan and the English-speakir1g, 
tower-block-C.· . ._relling, factory-· .... o.:-king D2.llymtm man are .'t"epreserr~ati·ves of t;10 

sepa:ate cu~tures, or si!!lply of the two extreme ends of a single cultural 
continuum, is a debatable question, bu.t this is neither the time nor the place 
for th~:c debate. Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
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.A"he same old coloni!!.l tactics and 086. thla entirel7 unproven ~heory is accep~ed, 
Tj ; language is not a language at at itJ&lea aucl4en17 become justifiable again. ne_r 

h th · n He arc not trying al - tt la almply bad English with some bad Iris ro~·m 1 • 

i · no::na.dically - \ ·1e are aedent&riam &nd housing on equals wh~ preier to ive 
. h: h due to histo~ical circwn-al•pl7 reatoring a basic hur..an right to Iris mt!n w. o, - _ . 

11 d co ) were deprived atancea beyond their control (famine, eviction, Cromwe an • 

t · ~1 economic base and ot them. We are not robbing a peopl~ of its presen , v1aJ e 

of tasks) - \·1e are magnanimously gi vi r: ethos (namely, uelt-ecploy:nent at a va.riey 

·them a chance to participate in the normal (= 

and ethos (wage-employcent at a single task). 

our, =the Correct) economic basa 

We are not depriving children 0f, 

the opportunity to become acquainted with the skills n~cessary to Traveller life 

· · · · · h · r parents f activities - ue by constant observati~n of, and part1c1pat10~ ~n, ~ ei . . 

are ottering their: the chance for »:lucation-uit~-a-capital-E (that is, training in 

the skills nec9s8"'.ry to Settled Life). 

h " t? What concrete evide~c On what scienti fie grom1ds does the "drop-out t eory res . '. 

· b t t• t• ? '·Iha+ ar~ .. the counter-arunments and counter-has been presented as su s an ia ion. ' v b~ 

theories? 

d 1 . "th th question of the 0rigin of Firstly, the nl!Illber of ocientific wo!'ks ea ing wi . e 

the ~ravelling People of Ireland is two*. These are: 

•titinerancv and Poverty" - unpublished Master's Thesis by Patricia McCarthy, 
the very first work of its kind. 

"The Dnergence cf a.n Eth.riic G:-cu-u: T~e !!'i sh ~inke!'s" by Sharon c:.nd George 
Gmelch, p1.l."ol • .P..ntilropolog1ca.l Quarterly, Vol. 49, !f~. 41 October 
1976 by the Catholic University of America Pr~ss.** 

("Ireland's Travelling People: A C.omprehensive Bibliography*"** lists, under the 

heading "Ethnohist:'ry", c:. total of 19 works. With two exceptions - the above 

mentioned by George a!'ld Sharon Gmelch! and "The Human Biology of Irish Tinkers" 

M.H. Crawford a.nd Geor·ge Gmelch 1 the references constitute minor sections of wo!'~E 

on other subjects, which often in themselves are hopelessly out of date, written "t: 
interested amateurs with no scientific training whatsoever, or both, e.g. "Tir...ke:-s : 

Scomers, and Other Vagabonds", Ne"' Ireland Review, Sept. 1906, pp. 43-47.) 

Ms. McCarthy's thesis, while unpublished in full**** has been very widely circul­

ated and is referred to i~ virtually all works on the subject o~ Irish Trav~lle!'E -

;:t The single c:ost widely-read docu:ne:it ~n the Irish T:-avelle:-s, The Reoor-t of t;-_:, 
" Commission O!"l It in~ racy, states, *As l t was not essential to the con3ide!'a. 'tic;: c: 

of the Co~1i::sion's tercs of reference, no spec_!aJ sf:udy was mo.de of the origi:-.. s 
of the itinerant population i~ thi£ co~u1try." i.J...,--\t-~ -

A· This is the one published work by the Gi;'lelch's to cie~l exclusively with the 
question of origin. Its argu_'ilentc and cor1clc..::;ions arc included in otht:r uo!'ks, 
notably '!The Urbanisation of an Itinerant Fec-ple ". 

~** G. aud s. G;nelch, Journc:.l of the Gypsy Lcre Society, voi. 3, 1978, pp 159-1 6~ . 
,i)°***• A lengthy cxr,erpt appears in Travelline People, ed. V. Eewlcy, pu~l. Verit:.:.s 

·1974. \ ~ u. (:;, 
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minor pamphlets produced by local Settle~ent Committees and schol~rly works alike 

- since its appearance. 

In an introductory state;:;ent, 1-ls. I-fcCarthy sa;;s: "I~ is a basic assumption of 

this study. that Irish Travellers are not Gypsies and do not constitute a separate 

eth..~ic group with an entirely separate tradition and culture. Poverty ia consid­

ered to be basic to the probleo in this study.•Hf- This basiQ_assumption and the 

arguments presented in th~ work have been uncritically adopted .. by the overwhelmi?:g 

majority of Irish people working with, or writing about, the Irish Travellers. 

McCarthy's work is quote<! as "proof" that Irish Travellers constitute a "sub­
culture!~.** 

• 

This is what J.Is. McCarthy herself has to say or. the subject, 8 years a.ftei:' the 

original appearance of h~r document: 

"The whole assumption on which this is done, is wrong. This is the "culture or 
poverty" theory, which I would totally r~ject now. 

l~-
-·~ 

theory was very much 1n vcg\:e at the tiT.e, and. y01i can find evidence to fit things 

into a theory ~f you want to. The •:su-o-cul ture of poverty" theory has since bee!l 

dis~roven time and time again; I myself have w~itte~ an ~rticle {unpublished 

author's note) disproving it. 

The "sub-culture of poverty" is not applicable to Travellers; in fact, it is not 

valid to an;r grcup. But for Travellers in particular, it is not a question of 

poverty at all. It would be possible to identify s=a.11 groups of Irish Traveller; 
. who live in pov~rty, but in fact the majo1·it7 are economically successful. 

I thin.le that the "sub-culture theory" is firmly discounted at this stage. A lot 

of the justification for "sub-culture" rests on, say, the geneological study dcnc? 

by Dr. Flynn, who traced the family trees of all the families in one area, and 

discovered that none of them had been on the road for more than seven generations. 

He concluded irom that th.at the Travellers were ~ssen~ially drop-outs from society. 

And that they were drop-outs because of family probl~ms like illegiti~acy o~ . 
alcoholism. Yet this begs the question: was there an alternative life-style 

already available "on the road", that pre-da:tcd these families' opting for that 

alternative? A~ .. d froI!l historical documentation, we know that there was. Also,· 

the group studied h=>d very unusual surna..r:es by Traveller standards: na.:nes like 

''1v evins ". Actually, for example, the Hevins wc:-e never accepted by the Travel!.;=': 

as being Tra\."ellers - they were referred to C'.s ''black strangers on the road." 

f. Itinerar.cy c:.1~d Po·Jerty, o. 6 
T For cxo.mple, Soc~. ;.l Con-:. ra~t, an undated pamphlet issued by the County Slit;o 

c.T.P., devotes le:s ~~a!'1 oalf a page to the question of Origin, and its onl:; 
backing refcr~nces are to J.fs. McCarthy's thesis. Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
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Baaia.117, the ata-iement that I would make · is -;hat the "sub-culture of poverty•• 

ti d#/ re.ta on a 4eaire to present the less successful Traveller as epito~ioi~~ 

lfraveller culture. Particularly in the. Irish context: it requires that . succese-:·.!. 

t ~ L al GovenlAil~~· el-.ita be ignored. Even in the census 1 · tha.t the Depart!Ilen o_ oc -'·~ 

makes, I 4o not think they ever make any attempt to inolud~ the traders. To 

inclwle th• ttOllld necessarily mean that you would ha.ve to redefine that cultur~ 

&I viable. Hov. can you explain the success of \·:hat ;>roba.bly is the ma.jori ty of 

'l'ra,,.llere it you are at the same time d&fining them as a sub-cultural group? I~ 

la estimated that there are twice - possibly more than twice - as ma.ny Irish 

'l'ravellera in Britain as there a.re here. That probably reflects an implicit unde~ 

standing on Trsvellers' pa.rt, of England as a more pluralistic society.* Thus, ty 

studying and id3l&tifyi.ng the Travellers who are he1·e, as tyPica} of Irish T:-avc!.-­

lera, that givea you a biased sa.&&lple. What you are getting is, y~u are st\;d.yi1:€ 
:-0· -- - ---

the least succens!ul cf the 6 i ·oup. The general th~ory concerning the dep~pu 1 e,. "tic-:. 

ot the West - that those with initiative get out, while the least ambitious a..~d 

most problem-ridden stay behind - is applicable here. 

The Settl~ment r.~ovement does not reco~i~e ~conomically successful Travellers, as 

Travellers: they are refe:-red to as "horse-ranchers" and "roadside t:rader", nev~=-

as ''Travellers" or even "Itinerants". Mcst sccial workers** are told that the:y 

are to have nothing to do with the 11tra.der5"1hf* - they are not, for exa.."!lple, to 

bring the children to school. This is because enccuraging contact between the 

children of successful and. unsuccessful Travellers would provid.e the childr~n wi ~!-; 

an appealing aodel !or themselves, within the bounds cf T!aveller culture. Ins~~~ · 

they a1-e isolated from that, and provided with Settled culture as t~e only alter-­

native to t.hei!'" poverty."**** 

The following are excerpts from a statement prepared. by the Gmelch 's at the a.·:...thor 

request to clarify their present position as regards the "culture-or-sub-cul tt"..r~?" 

status of the Irish Travellers: 

''The question of whether Travellers comprise a distinct cuit"'.:.re, eth.."lic grc-;;.p, o:' 

sub-cu~ture, really depends on whose definition of the above yo~ chose to use. 

Irish Travellers do not con~titute as discrete a cultural tradition as Rom~ny 

Gypsies in Engla1~d do; they are too close to the Irish in fact for me to consid.~!' 

them a &epara.te culture. I do not, however, like the connctatio!ls of the ter.n 

~ This view is openly propoundec! by the Gypsy Cow1cil a.r:~ other Eri tisi:-bac~ci 
Traveller organisatic~s, ·.·rho hole! thc.t the :nass exod,.is cf Irish Travellers t·:. 
Britain since the :i:id-60 's is due largely to a desire to escape from the assi:-,­
ilationist policies to ,rhich they are subjected in Ire:la!ld. 

1~ J.ls. McCa.rthy was herself, for several yee:.r3, a full-time soc-ial worker ui th 
Travellero. 

~~This ntatement is corroborated by the Gmelch 's in ~e It:i.~erant s~t"tle:;.et!t Cc::.::.­
ittee: Its Policies a.ni Eff~cts on Irish 'l'ra·.:ellerc;. '- t1:!bl. st.uci.i~s'S;ri!~~ i-:~~ 
"Some or the ISC'c who l!..=l\"C: social ~\'or~:ers in ~h~Lt\!'gwlcy have insf. ... t:d ... ~-+" · 
t.hcy work only with the families livi!lG on off1\c~a): ... sites" _ that is u ~h~ "~~~i­
aedente.ry "1;,no?"ing tho:ic on the road who t=i~y. al:sv need aid." pp. 14~ 15 • 

...,4' T ~•,,.,.. . •e .f .., •• ~'L..-.,.. ..; •~ ... ,, _.+,.. ,..,~ ''~,.. •'"j • ,. ..... _} J 
• "'-"• _. ., ,,.,. ._.... •...,. ,,_ r V -"'""",., • ,,,..,. ,(",~'"' f r:J 

'?>\ 

- .. 

) 

] 

J 

3ub-culture which automatically implies so~ething secone-rate, sub-ordinate and 

less valid. I prefer the term ethnic group. 

Although ID?-DY of the most obvious criteria used to describe ethnic status are -
absent {Travellers and Settled Irish have the same skin colour, language, religic:1, 

and national origin*) I feel that Travellers do comprise a distinct ethnic grC"~p. 

First, they arc largely endogac1ous, and therefore biologically self-perpetuati~b· 

Secondly, they share cultural features and behaviour patterns which distinguish 

them from Settled. Iri!:>h. r Thirdly, they comprise a separate field of CO:m!ril.JliC­

ation and interactio~. What contact they have with the Settled community is 

b~icf and restricted in nature. And finally, Travellers identify themselves a~~ 
are identified by otlH~rs as comprising a distinct group. 

more detail in t~43 Anth~opological Quarterly c;.rticle.**) 

(This·is covered in 

As such they hav~ a 
vaiidity, and s!:O"'..lld h3.ve the "rights", that a mere sv.b-culture might not so 

easily lay claim to. "*** 

I intend to present the case for recognition of the IriEh Travellers as a sepa::.=.te 

Culture - or, to use the more familiar word, Ethnic Group - in three dist~nct 

parts: 

I. An examination of ~ne argwnents most typically used to demonstrate that ~hey 

do not constit~te a separate Ethnic Group 

II. · An eX3.~ina.tion of the scientifically deter:ni·ned •t · h" • d ~· t• cr1 eria w. icn e.i~e ne 

term "Ethnic Group", demonstrating to what extent these are fulfilled by the 

Irish Travellers in comparison to Irish Settled Perso!'ls. 

III. A chart of values and customs, co~pa~ing ~he practices of three , groups: 

The Settled I:-ish, The Irish T~vellers, and the Rom ("Gypsies"). 

I. Arguments used to Demonstrate that Irish Travellers do not Constitute a 

Discrete Ethnic G:'oup, and Rebuttals to ~hsse ar~unents 

· 1) "Itinerants do net constitute a single homogeneous gro-.J.p, tribe or co:n."!l~i ~y . 
within the nation.. . Neither do they constitute a separate eth..~ic group. 

There i .s no (1) system of unified control, (2) authority ot (3) gover:i.me!'lt 

and (4) no group of individuals has any power er control over the itin.ere!lt 

members of the Corn:nunity." (Report o: the Cor.unission O!l !tineranc:v, p. 37) 

None of the above-listed criteria, dee~ed by the Commission to be essential 

to qua lification as an eth.."lic gro~p, are deemed to be so b~ professionals 

,--~--------~----------·--------------------------------------------------~----~-----
\~. Ea.c h of these criteria will be examined later or.. in this section. 
f~P.cfe rc!'lc e given on p. 28 of this book. 

~ Private co!'responde!'lce from M~. Sharon Gmelch to the author, dated 19th i~pril 
.1979. 

. • ,,, I 
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Bthnogrc.phera) ep9c:.,:li~in3 1,-, ~!~i:i question: See pa.~ 

U ot tbia section. ' 

It the7 were, it vou.ld mean that ALL nomadic peoples, would not qualify as 

tiatinct cultures (eth."li.c groups). 

tb• oriteri& listed refer to one aspect of culture: political organisation. -
!be torme listed by the Commission are typical of some, sedentary cultures 

tor example, th&~ of the Settled Irish. They are never found in the san:e 

fo:naa among nomadic peoples, which typically 1'.ave diffuse, non-fonnali sed 

power-and-control-structures based on criteria of kinship and of _a.~cribed 

It is blatantly false to asRert that there is ''no" social cont:-o 

or authority in ~ra.velle.r culture; howevP-r, the forms which these take are s 

radically id~erge~t frc~ those of the Settled Community, tha~ the latter may 

be hard-pressed to percieve their very existence (as the CoG:l!lission so 

obvious] y was). For a detailed compara.tiv~ analysis of the two structures, 

see "Politice.l Autonomy", p. 216-218. 

By the criteria of the Commission, the Eskimos, Lapps, Australi2.n Abcrigi~cs, 

Pygmies, etc. etc., do not constitute "sepa.ra.te ethnic groups". 

"They are not Gypsies". 

"A priori to d~fine ~he Irish Travellers as non-Romani suggests a clear line 

between the R~m3lli and non-Romani populations of nomads in Eu.rope. . I do 

not think or.e can~ because they are ranged along a spectrum from more to less 

Romani, rathe'.1.' than in two camps of yes and no. 

I think we should speak of 'the Romani-influenced nomadic populations of 

Westeni D.trope. The Irish Travellers are definitely now Romani-infl~enced; 

the date of the origin of that influence is obviously controversial. I 

accept that it is probable that a continuing identity for the Irish T:aveller 

group probably pre-dates the origin of Romani influence in it, which is not 

the case for the D'iglish Gypsies; i.e., in England English nomads joined a 

Romani group, whereas in Ireland Roca.nies joined an Irish g~oup. Both group! 

are, however, to-day, the product of an historical ccl tu re-contact between 

GV!\sy and Gaje." Comraentary prepared by Dr. T Acton to Dr D K · k' ., r • - - , • • en:-ic "' s 

paper, ''How Old are the Irish Travellers?". 

The commentary goes on to list several strikingly similar aspects shared by 

I -1· sh Tra,1ellers and t•n,__ Ro-:-.* Th "' h ... ..• e mos .. overw elmingly convincing of -t;h~sc:, 

* I ncluded in part III of this section. 

f 3) -
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is the fact that 1Q% of the vocabulary of the Gammon la.~;zua_ge is o? -·Rc::!a~s 

origin. \fnile parallcli~m of values, customs etc. does not, :in it-self'{ · p~·J 

that cultural ''borro~·ring" has occur:-ed, linguistic similarities are ·'.iTrefut-

able proof of contact between :rrouDs - all the more h · · ~ - ~ .-· ' ··· ~ • so w.en1 as -u1. vnis ~asa 

they constitute one word in ten of a language. 

Dr. Acton's book, ·~ypsy Politics and Social Change", devotes J.tg ·~nt: ~s·· · 
pages to a complete refutation of the "racialist nonsense" whidh:!-hct-s,.. S'iven ·i;. 
rise to the popular belief in the existence of "true" Gypsies'-:-(as ·ropifo.sed '¥-o 
"Tinkers", "traders", ':'IJidikois", etc.). His basic position .:.:; ~~ccepted b-y ~· 

the author - is that there are no "pure", "true" Gypsies ariywbere·~-· ·' r'iistead· 
over a 500-y~ar period, there was a migration of Indian Tra~elfe·ri· t~·i-thi ·~. 

Middle Th.st, N'orth · Africa and Euro!Je; th~se n.ewcomers interoii~ng:i:ea. ~fi~h ·-. ·· .!. 

indigenous nomadic peoples to a. greater er lesser degree. . ·.·.:_, -:·f''J S :l·.···=-

Basically, the -thinking behind the "true Gypsy" argument is tlie tenet ' that 

'l'ravellers of Indian origin have an inalienable right t~ their· O'~ \lay of 

life, whP~eas Travellers of indigenous European origin are mer~·-.. ,ch~ap- ., .• 

domestic C<.'p2es". 

"Historically, they are drop-outs from Settled Irish culture". 

~any superficially convincing arguments are quoted to corroborate this 

hypothesis. Let us exami~e soma of them • 

(a) "Many aspects~f their way of life are similar to those of the "Irish 

peasantry, particularly in the 19th century". Part III shows, in .cha.rt 

form, .exactly which ones, arid clearly demonstrates that in fact a majority 

of Traveller values and customs a.re the a.ntithe~is of these cha.ract~rising 

the Irish peasantry. - · 

-(b) "They have Iri"sh surnames". Thi· s i·n "t J f •h· - : ~l'l'lJ:'·~h-.1. ::!.. se . proves no.., ing. .,.46 .., 

Gypsies ha.ve English surnames, Russian Gypsies have Russian 8urname=s, ·i!tc. -~ 

Greeks, Frenchmen, Arabs, etc. in the Uni te<i. States have "Anglicis.ed" ~ · 

sµ.rnames. 

( c) ''The predominance of typically "Western" surnames amongst the Trave11e~s 

would point to their being descended from dispossessed membe:-s of the pea.sc.!!­

try. Fa.mine, eviction, and general economic hardship were fa.r more ·severe 

in the Vlest than elsewhere; this is reflected in the predominance-· of sur­

llames from the area." 

Granted that "Joyce", trv/ard" etc. are names typical both of the West of 

Ireland, an1 of Travellers, however: 

A very si[:.rnificn.nt nw.1ber of "typical" Weste!"tl surnames - such a~ 

O'Flaherty, ConrJeely, Ncughton, Breathnach (Walsh), O'Paoilean {Wheelan), 

etc. etc. , do not appea.r among 'l'rC' .. vcllers at all. 
' 5 

This would imply the.t, 
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b7 aome historical miracle, peasants possessing these suntames, unli~e 

people named. Joyce and Ward, were never dispossessed. 

- JlaD7 "typically Traveller" suma.mes are very rare indeed among the Settled 

popllation. I have no. access to goverr'..ment !""!Cords of surnames, but i:f we 

aaauae that distribution of telephones 2.t!lOng the sedentary population is 

approximately the same for all surnames, a glance at the telephone d.irecto~ 

(1978) gives some interes~ing results. ·~ere are, for e~ple, only 28 
subacribtlrs in the whole o:f Ireland, with the surname Maughan, yet laughans 

comprise 3.0~ of the Tx-~velling families re~orded in the 1960 cen~is used 

by the Commission. Again, J.Ic·nga.ns (2.4cJ' o:f the. Travelling population, 

according to the 1960 cens11s) account :for a mere 13 subsc1 .. ibers. And even 

here, we do not Jeno~ how many subscribers ara of Travelle"r origin. !:.y 

way or contrast, 74 subscribers c:.re Co1mc=.ely's, and 87 a.re Flaherty'~; 

neither of these su:na.mes is li~ted i11 the Report of the Commission as 

COID!Donly occurring among Travellers, and I myself have never met a Travelle 

bearing either of them. 

- Some common Traveller Sl.l.rna.~es - for example, O'Driscoll - far from being 

t~icaJ •rwestern" surr.a.:nes, are associated with nobility. 

''take to the roads", too? 

Did the nobili t · • 

- The CoDlD.lission found that 35.64% of the Travelling population shared a mere 

nine sunia.mes. 

If Travellers really were descended fro:n dispossessed members of the Settle• 

Irish population, why is the distribution of surr~es among Travellers not 

identical (or at least similar) to that among Settled Irish?, Why do so 

many "Settled" surnames - particularly those prominent in the areas of 

greatest economic hardship - not appear at all? 

(a.) "Travellers show, statistically, a greater tendency towards alcoholism 

than the Settled population. This would indicate that they descend from 

problem-ridden persons who had to drop o~t of Settled society because they 

were inadequate to cope with it." 

- The tendency to alcoholic addiction is not genetically determined, or 

biologically inheritable. .•.. 
Escapism through the use of intoxicants is typical of cuitures suffering 

from discrimination, erosion of traditional ways of life, and prejudici~l 

treatment from members of other, dominant cultures. The American Indians 

in their use of alcohol, and American Blacks in their f h 1 us~ o a lucoger.s, 
narcotics, and barbituates, are but two a."lalogies. 

(e) "Pe~sonal problems, such as illegitimacy or alcoholism, sometime~ forc ed 

an individual or fa.J!lily into itinerancy. The l~tcr t · t .. a ure con ains nurnercufi 

] 

] 

-M· 

references to "strolling women" - women. stigmatised and driven to begging a.nd 

sometimes prostitution because of an illegitir.:ate child •••• " G.Gmelch, The -Irish Tinkers, p. 10. 

Being driven from Settl ,ed society does not guarantee that the individual -w"i.11 

be assimilated into Traveller society; qaite the contrary, birth ittto the 

group is a pre-requisite for membership {see part II). It is possible t~a~ 

Settled Persons adopting certain aspects of the Travellers' lifestyle (beggi~ 

nomadism) would come- in~o increased contact with Travelling People, which 

would mean increased likelihood of inter-ma.rria.g~, and the children, if raiEE 

as Travellers, would be considered full members o:f the group. The Settled 

spouse in suc:h unions, however, never is. Travellers themselves recognis,:;; 

the existence of "black strangers on the road" (cf. McCarthy p. 29 of this 
section): families who are nomadic but who are not accepted by Travell~rs 

members of the group a.nd who, in the majority of cases, bear ''untypical" 

surnames. 

As for the assimilation of "strollin~ women" into the TI?.velling Com=1.Uli ty. 

The Commission itself emphasises* that Travellers' sta.P-dards of sexual 

morality are higher than those of the Sattled Cc::r.mtlllity, and indeed poin~s c..:.: 

that "these high standards may be imperilled in the changed social circtlfil­

stances which absorption will bring about." The Commission hoped that ''the 

itinerants will be able to di· seem and "th th cope wi e lass desir:able incide!'lts 
of life in the Settled Communi· tv 11 - 1· n th " o er words, that they do not pick uo 

any bad habits from us. Traveller women suspected of "immorality" receive 

the full brunt of social control mechanisms at the group's dis~osal, ostra.c-

isation being the most extrem~ of these.. However, the children of "iinffic..r-~l 

women (Traveller and, hypothetically, Settled too), if raised as Trave112~s, 
would be Travellers themselves. (For more on these criteria, see ·Section II. 

Historical references state u..~equivocally that even at the times of groatest 

hardship amongst the Settled population, forcing them into itinerancy and 

b'egging, these persons did not assimilate into the Travelling Community. I 

quote: 

"In 1834, t_he Royal Commission on the Poor Laws estimated that there \·Iere 

2,385,000 beggars and their depen~ents (almost one-third of the total 
I 

population) on the roads of Ireland at least pa.rt of the year. Of these, 

tinker families fc~ed a distinct and ~eco~iseable ~rouo. A resident of 

County Longford told the Com.roission on the Condition of the Poorer Classes: 

'Ordinary beggars do not become a separate class of the community, but 

wandering tinkers, faa:ilies who a.lways beg, do. 'l'hree generations of t~1eo 
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hava been seen begging together:• (1835: 574) 

And from County Ma.yo: 

'The wives and fa.Mtilies accompany the tinker while he strolls about in search 

of work, c..nd always beg. They inter-m3.rry with one another, a.nd for:n a 

distinct class.• {1835: 495)'~ 

(f) "While thousands of Irish have moved onto the roads, not all ultimately 

became Travelling People. Ma.ny were itinerant for only ~ few months each 

year; others ever,tual ly emigrated or returned to the land with the onset of 

better times. Those who remained, however, developed. a separate identity. 

At first this identity was based only on a similari~y of lifestyles. But 
, 

gradually it was strengthened by their growing isolation, both physical and 

social, frc·~ setiled society and by the gc·oup endogamy which inevitably 

developed. ''*~ 

As regards =1isolation, both physical and social": "Prior to the nineteen+.h 

centu~ they lacked shelter cf their own. At night they slept in the 

kitchens or cu.tbuildings cf small farmers or labourers •••• !!*** ThiR is 

hardly physical isolat~.on, and the: will:.ne;ness of the Settled Persons 

mentioned, to put up Travelling families in their own kitchens, indicates a 

lack of the so1~ of discriminatory practices that result in social isolation. 

As for "group endogamy": this is one of the fundamental criteria for qualif:y 

ing as a separate group,**** and thus must have been practiced for as long as 

Traveller~ have been recognisec as such. 

Travellers: 

Some historical refe~ences to 

"As early as pr~-Christian times (fifth century and earlier), itinera.Ylt white: 

smiths working in bronze, gold and silver travelled the Irish countryside 

making persor.al ornaments, weapons and horse trappings in exchange for food 

and lodging. mHc'*** 

"By 1175, "tin.Y.le:r" and ''tynker" begin appearing in written records as sur­

names; by 1300, they were common."****** 

"I have found a reference to a law of 1243 c.gainst wandering Irish, b1.it have 

not been able to track this down. Ho·.-rnver the text is available of the la.~·r 

of 1413 ••• See also 1 Henry VI 1422 III."******* 

The :Emergency of an Ethnic Grouu: the Irish Tin.~~rs, p. 22 s. and G. Gmelch, 
(my italics) 

** S. and G. Gmelch, op.cit., p. 233 
*•* Ditto, P• 235 
**** See Section II 
*****Ditto, P• 227 
******Ditto, p. 227 
**•·•il'.·K·•· "How Old arc the Irish Travellers?" by Dr. D. Kenrick, p. 1 

\ (3 5'4-
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"There are Medieval references to Irish '!'inkers on the Continent, but J. a:i: 

unable to locate these at present."* 

Shakespeare makes reference to the existence of a distinct language spoken b :T-

"Tinkers". 

As regards the development of a "separate identity. ••• based on a simil?.ri ty 

of lifestyles": 

When would. this have had a chance to develop? Even to-day, when motcris:i.tio!l 

has meant vastly increased mobility, most nomadic Travellers cover a fairly 

restricted, and i:-egul?.r, cir·cui t. ** Tra'\.-~ller$ ceet in ve·ry lci.rge groups, 

from ver:t_ wide distances, only at a small r..u.mber of an..'1ual fairs (e.g .• P-u.ck, 

Ballina sloe j. So - not only were they not meeting one another, but they we=.r·a 

until the beginning of the 19th century, interacting frequently with the 

SE:!ttled. Cornmi..!Ility (cf. S. and G. Gmelch, p. 235). 

Decreased interaction with the Sett led Comrnuni ty does not aut oma t ical ly impJ.;{ 

a compensatory increase of interaction arn.:-ngst Travellers. Ev en t o-d::.y, 

factional hostil:l.tv between clans is rife indeed. Travellers' :.nter3,cticn ., . 

with other Travallers, to whom they are not linked: by kinship is v~ry limited 
t ... even when no traditional hostility between the groups concerned exists. 

visit to any Traveller site demonstrates this clearly: extended famili~s 

stick togethar. By the so.me token, a study of various ca.rnps in any cne 

vicinity shows that different groups hav·e their "own° places, ~"'ld stay \·:ell 

away from one =l!lother. (Il}deed, when local Settlement Committees h::.,re 

ignored the existence of factionalism, and stuck unrelated families indiscri~ 

inately togetn~r on crowded sites, the reaction has been open conflict and. 

eventual departure frcm the site.***) 

How could a raotley collection of dispossessed peasants, alcoholics, prostit­

utes, and general misfits, who met only a limited nU!:lber of other "drop-~· .. .::' .. s" 

1 ike themselves, possibly have evolved into the coherent and distinct eth..'1.i~ 

group described in section II? 

* Private correspondence from Dr. D. Kenrick to the author. 
** "Contrary to popular belief and scme fictior..a.l accounts which have portr~~re ·i 

Tinkers as vagabonds wandering the entire cou.nt:-y, most actually travell~u wit1: 
in a small area •.• seldom covering more than two or three counties ••• Very fe: 
travelled all Ireland." - G. Gmelch, ''The Irish Tinkers", p. 28. 

-l<·**·"The results of a questionr.aire sent to 70 local Settlement .Committees i!idicc.t i 
that "conflict between families" was the primar:y cause for families abanC.0!'lin5 
settlement." - G. Gruelch, Settling thP. Irish 'rinkers, Ekistics, Vol. 43 (1'97'7 

P• 235 • 
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G1n•t1a ~1"1l&tt !& Br~~~~~-~-
6\al41y. '-" 9'•hN\'e&•!l.f $.U ~ ~-~ Ollll---
~ ni.eat11tJ tt iJlf:trffr. •t-i\ .. 

make a living by attaching themselvea peJ'P'Nlontl7 to an~ aingle ·•Vtlt,111- •\'fRF 
would have had to move on when the limited ma.i-J.:ei ot. any givm -~*~._, MY.I 
exhausted. The existence of specialist "itinel'8.Dt whitesmitha• is 40CUll8nted. 

"from the fifth century and earlier". Since rural Ireland d.icl not become 

''monetarised" \Ultil very recently (even within living memory, Traveller tinsmith.a 
. , 

were paid for their services in agricultural prOciuce rather tba.Q ~), ~ si,l}qe 

foodstuffs a~~ bulky and perishable, the breadwinner of the family wou.14 ~· been 

unable to support a wife and children unless they accompa~ied him in his trs-,vela. 

!fypothesis Three: The Irish Travellers are the descendents of ind.j.cenou.s c~di.c . 
craftsmen who never became sedentary.* 

While I have devoted a great deal of space here to the question ot the origin•~ 

the Travelling People, I must also point out that the way in which a group 
• 

originates, or the time-span since -its emergence, is irrelevant to its standing . . . 
as a separate culture. To give a few examples. 

The United States of America has existed as a separate nation for just over two 

centuries, yet no one questions the existence of a separate and entirei7 

distinctive l.merican culture. Quite the contre.ry, an Irishman who spends even a 

decade or so in the States, and returns home, is referred to b7 his old"llerghbeura 
• 

as a "returned Yank": even in so short a time-spa.?11 he has assimilated: ao ~ 
elements of the new culture that he is no longer accepted as a full medlbe~ ot his 

natal group. (The Afrir..a.aners, Australians, New Zealanders, etc., are analogous 

examples: distinct cultures - ~ "sub-cultures" of their "parent" cultures -
which have evolved within a few centuries.) 

Perhaps more directly analogous to the "drop-out theory" as regards Irish Tra\"91-

lers, is the case of the American Negro. All American Negroes are descended fro~ 

* This is the hypothesis favoured by Sean Maher, the (Traveller) author of!!!!, 
Road to God Know~ Where. 

' 
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tidle oaee ot the AmeriU Negro) it c~ le.Htmab1j 
'\Miat .w. "be overwhelming majori t;r of the ~- !i '8if+ttit !:t} 

• Il'lmr !'iaveller tCM!ay is the desce.wident-~ b IHii 88ff184 

• ..-Wl'f'J..-1/J/11.ttf'o~ into nomadism, this would JOl1' llpJ-Ot.,.1·tlat '~'• fh>velle 

~fllnce, an involuntarily displaced Se\tlea1~on Who doal.4 

Extent to 

- Oaelch, quoted on pp. 30-31 of this sec~ion, lists !'onr criteria which, she 

••4 t91ft'M the 'l'ravelling People and Settled People of Dilan4.; . she t!ier. lists 

tmr vhioh aeparate them. 

.... .-.11 ... talc• a "cliotionary detini tion" ~d examine the Iriah 'ftaftllars in relatior"" 

t• it. 

IS!IN term ethnic group is generally understood. in anth~pological li'tor&hre tc 

4aign&te a population which: 

J) i• ~-.rgel7 biologically self-perpetuating; 

2.} ~· fundamental cultural values; 

-iaed in overt unity in cultural forms; 

~·· up a field of communication and interaction; . 

,_. a ••bership which defines itself, a.nd is defined by others, as constit­

uting a category distinghishable from other categories ot the same order. 

••• the itemised characteristics imnly.* 
\ 

6) racial difference 

7) culture.ldifference 

8) social separation • 

~ )Iota Bene: these are merely implications~ ~ pre-requisites. 

·amount. 

'ent; 

.up. 

:n classed: 

_assume~ or ~ieved s:tatus and living patte~ n.tJM.lr than someibiq ~ 

bi.rth Cd4~ ~lies ma.7 form an on-going association, but each wb&r 

~omes a criminal by his actions and n~t through birth, even it hia "pe.renta were 

iminale. By contra.&t, a Gnsy• a ata"tu is &tlOribecl at birth. Gnai9a .., 

~vellers therefore qualif7 ae an ethnic ~''**** 

S fJ you take Hippies as a su~tu.re: ••bership there ia volunt&r7; ,_ .te:id.e 

"drop out"• With Travellers it ia quite the oppoaltei JOQ oanuot 490icle w 
A.c.come a 'l'r&veller, indeed, 7CJU cannot become a 'l'ra.veller. You. llQ.ll\ M 1i0m into 

\tc. group·. Which means they are an ethnic group, not a sub-culture • ......,. 

I 

Shared fundamental cultural Values: It, as the Caalltiaslon al&iMil 
~inerants do not constitute a single hcmogeneou.s group or ccwnmnlt7 witlllii '1i9 

;;1on11••***•how could this Commission have u.de its investigations in the first . 
· ~ce? They did. not interview people at random to discover who was "an i ti~e~• 

Ethnic Groups e.nd Boundaries, ed. Frederick Barth, publ. Allen & Unwin 1970. 
pp 10-11. nw:ibering and italics by the author. 
flcport of the Coi:t.~ission on Itinerancl, p. 89 (my ital~cs) 
I wish to point out that the authors are referring throughout to all the Travel­
ling People, Romany and non-Romany, in· Britain. The words ''Gyps711&iid ''Travel&.•::: 
are used interchangeably. throughout the book, as is clea1• from the statement on 
p. ''Travellers have a variety of languages: AntJlo Ronny, R01D&n7, Shelta er 
Gamino!'l. and Cant" ("Shelta or °'1mmon" is spoken exclusively b7 Irish 'lrav•llera 

. x-oypf:;ies and Govenunent Policy in F.nv;la.nd, B. Ado.ms et. &11 p. 35 (ita1.io~ 
Ol"iginal • ) 

• tC·X· Ms. Po.tricia McCarthy, interview with the author. 
'~ 
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for example, 

. 
(unlike, say, Jehovah's Witnesses) are iaa.e~tely . 

that the latter are ~re 

* J'or example: "The culture of the travellers bears definite resembla.nces to th~ 
r.Jral culture of 19th century Ireland and appears to have becooe rigid &t this 
~ofl possibly because th~ travellers became socially isolated. The tn..vell;rs, · 
tiaentore, are a sub-culture of poverty not a separ.,.te culture. n - so·cial 

el c.ntl!&Ct, undated par;phlet by the Sligo C.T.P., p. 2 . 
' ... ii:~Jati point I am referring to cul turill manifestations. ~ to purely physica.1 
~eriatic• auch as hair-colour, shape of filce, etc. 

...... •on 1aitai:tetl di.80\l&BieA of tbe ll1%M-nr: Of 1.T.iV'ellergt'Ot)Utlng-aee """'lff)'8ie~a.!!. 
\ is a tnais• or Ethnography - in the r:Uropean context at least - that women• 3 

- la aore elaborate and distinctive than mens•. \S hb ----------........ --=----

. 
One ot the tirst tbjnga a 'l'ra.veller will d~ o~ the Settled. Pe,._~-~ 

and speaks to hill is, "Are you trom the Ccmm:itt,.e?" 'ltii• i• ~~iftur~ 

Persons without "ulterior aotivee" ot some sort, ,.,.,, in -~~~~~!1:1~!!!9!~;-. 
thinp1 converse equal-tcr.equa.l with Tiavellers. "11• r.-~ ""1'1114•'4 _. 

only by Travellers, bu't .alao b7- "the man ill the. at~"~ cm. • • .,.•l. 40Cf•._• 
when I he.ve bP'H! chatting with Traveller friends, & 8etUe4. a\~r ~Pl& ! ~tllllltt 

has come up to me and congratulated me "on the great ~tu Ccww\tt~~-~ 

WllJn I deny beiag "from t.he Committee"i the responae ~.., Ibo are P'l ~ ~. 

Simon, is it?" - the idea ot 'l'ra.vellers and Settled Persona ao'tvllX ~nc~ 
• and talking together because they enjoy each othe?"S • COllparlJ' 1 ia ao foreign that 

it is simply unacceptable. 
.. 

This barrier between the two groups - each ot which comp~sea a ~ n.14 ~ 
interaction - is zealously maintai~ed, moatl7 by the Settled Comm.,qUJ'­

'l'ra.vellers who a-w-e reocgnisable. as · 'l'ravellera are forbidden ~- .to 8ett;l_~ 

"field of' interaction", ~c'1 aa pubs, 4ance-ha.ll:a, ~ rest~· M Hf.~ 
merely ''known troublemakers" or "persona uader the inQuence '°r &lcollq,\ ~lll#il.Psd 

barred, but !:!! 'l'ravellers who c~ot succeso:f'ul.ly conceal their identit7. 

5. Self-asori tion "a membershi which de!ines itself'" and out•ide a rivt 
(i•is defined by others"): Travellers have ~ ~ tor th~•lve..11 a11: -----and they lcnov exactly who does and does not belong to it, and w1l7. '!'he Settled 

Community also have names tor 'l'ravellers as a group, and they tQO ~ gactJ.7 ~ 

it applies to and (by criteria which are very ditferent trom the. Travellers' OWA) 

why. 

•'Outsiders' attempts to identity Gypsies or 'l'ra.vellers by aeemingl7 objective 

criteria, such as country or origi.n1 race; language, occupa.tion,·or general ~tllfe 
have been mistalcen. How Travellers identify themselves has no' betD conatd•atcl 

.~-----------------------------------------------------\I * '"l'he Irish Tinkers", G. Cm .. lch, PP• 4-5 
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. 
It ahould be taken io 

that ia it & ~OU~ 

... 

•L"Wl•, aapecta ot Or,>•7 culture •7 even come to 
8091"7· But cultural.ai•i~arity with any house­

•••--·dll• not neceaaarily weaken the pern:anent · teatu..-e in 

.. llllll!PtUleir cmoeption ot themsetlves as a distinct group. A loos: 

......... or ~veller ia "not gorgio". 'l'ravellera mark ther:iselv~~ off 

or the J'l&fti• or "c0untey people" in the case ot some Irish o.nJ. 

~ an on the street claims tbat he C&U "tJpot a Tink9:-": 

A large part ot this .. recognisabi).ity" ot Travell'!rs is, . 
• • :WttaJ-.. Weir clietinctive patterns ot groaning, but it ic n~t li?ni ted. t ~ 

NP!WD' eeT«:iJil facial features, and bodily proportions .which are d.istinct­

~NIM!PlleP Mb it iapoaaible for many persona who attempt tt1 '•pass." by . 
~ 48p88CA - and grooming - patte1ns o~ the Settled Community, to do sc; 

H&fllM~l. lftOOgt'lis&ble as 'l'ravellers. 

Irish 

!l•ra "have diverged slightly from the house--dwellin~ p~pulat~on a+. certain . . 
_. .. ~ 'taken by the ~thors as proof of "inbreeding" or.:. the unprover­

lon ~ a't some point in the past Travellers were geneticts.11y identical to . . . 
M:llW Pw:ipulation (from whose· ranks they "dropped out"). 

01' 

. 
these will be listed in detail in section III. 

(al~ discussed in point 4.) 

separating !ri~ Travellers fr~~ 

A) 'lravellere' use of ~l ish:- Travellers' use of English is distinctive; 60 

aach ea, indeed, that ''uninitiated" Settled Persons often have difficulty in un:is~-

* Gnsies and Government Policy in England, B. Ada!ns et al, pp. 34-35 
Jr.It. Cra.wf'or4 and C. Gmelch: Th.a Human Biolo~ of IriEh '::inkers: Dcr.to~ra-o·:, ..... 

~•?tMi•tory, and·Genetics", and M.H. Cr~~·1ford1 "Genetic :'.ffini. ~i~::s :lnd Ori.:.:!"'. 
ft lri•h Tinkers" 

-........i ... ~,. Culch, ''The Daergence of an ~hnic Grouo", p. 226 

I 

• ! 

I 

[ 

·c 
[ 

[ 

[ 

standing Travellers• 

through. The usual 

Irish tourist in France, tor example, is heard to make the aaae laiient: 

Parisian says, and wha.t his Leaving Cert. teacher said, are two different th~, 

but the tourist puts it !own to the "speed~' of the Frenchman's speech. (The 

French tourist sayo the same thing when he comes to Ireland.) 

Distinctive vocabulary used by Travellers is often cited as evidence ot their 

having retained "due to social isolation", "a.rcha.ic" speech-patterns which were 
fonuerly COll?.':lon amongst the Irish peasantry. 

This is simply ~,true. No language i~ static; Travellers "pick up" new words as 

they a.re needed - some recent examples which ha.ve passed i.nto common usage among 

Tr~vellers are "ao way", ''to be 'into' something", etc • 

If the language ie not static, why does it retain "archaic'' elements? Al' analogy 

is the Settled Irishman's use of English. Th~ Irish population (Settled and. -Traveller) is under co1~stant bombardment {through films, radio, t'!levision, etc.) 

from "new" ways of speaking, new vocabulary and syntax. We take from these wha.t 

we need (rather than copying indiscriminately), in such a way that we retain the 

distinct "Hibernian" character of our langue.ge-use. The Irishman saying "Can you 

not?" {rather than the more modern "Can't you?") is no more "beir~ archaic through 

social isolat~vn from on-going .linguistic changes" than is the Traveller who uses . 
words like "scholar" and "sup". 

The use of .languag\l is determined. by culture, and by world-view. The patterns 

and bound.a~ies of .thP-se dictate the evolution and use of language. The Settled 

Irishman who comes back from prolonged residence in America or Britain, and ha.s 

assimilated the speech-patterns of his adopted homeland, is no longer recognised 

as a full member of his natal group: instinctively, the group realises that "he 
• 

who does not talk like us, does not think as we do, and therefore is not one or 
us". 

Neither ''Hiberno-English", nor "Traveller-English", are static; · Settled Irish 

to-day do not speak exactly as their grandfathers did, nor do Tn-.vellers. The 

dialects change, but they do so according to their own interna.l logic. 

Apart from the distinctive vocabulary of Traveller English, there are also 

questions of grammer, syntax and so on. These are not simply "bad English"i the; 

have a cohesiveness and patten1. What is more, they are not identical to any 
11a ·rchaic" ucage of {Settled) Hiberno-English. Some examples: 

\Gb~ 
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d ·oeginninao with a vowel, 
when a word ending in a vowel is f ollowcd PY a wor · b • _ • .• 

- bl t u-clipse" and "aspiro.tl.O!.i. 
Tr~vellers insert an "invisible letter" ( compa.ra. e 0 

c 

in Irish). e.g.; 
"He went to ( v) England. 'u 

•-rbey give it to (h)us." 

· · "bl lett 0 r "w"· In either case, the Settled speaker would insert an i.nvisi. e -- • 

"to ( w) England"; "to ( w )us". 

Verb-fonns are used almost exclusively in the 3rd person singular; 
e.g. "We 

"They does" etc. goes", "I war:t n "', 
f ormed sim~ly by use of the T'ne past tense of ~ verb is, in many cases, ~ 

(undeclincd) form of the word; e.g. "I giv~ it hjrr. yesterd:i.y" •. 

t ~ter of i'ndividual 
Of S t,andard English words are no a ma." "Mi sproununc ia ti ons ., 

e.g. "ru.bbidge ", "oney", variation, but occur in regularly repeated fvrms; 

11childer". 

For a much more detailed exposition of Travell~r English, see "To Shorten the 

Road", compil~d by s. and G. Gmelch. The editors have simply brought forward 

.ro "" lk t 1 told by Travellers earlier in this century. verbatiru transcriptions OL _o ~-a es 

While they do not go into specific analysis of Travel) er diaiect, the worc':ts ..>p.eak 

h · 1 r of Hnon-sta.'ldard" usages and for themselves; · also, a compre ensive g ossa Y 

proununciations is included as an appendix. 

B) Cant (Sehlta, Garnmcn):- "It is impossible to be sure of the origin of the 

travelling coremunities (sic). There are two possible explanations: 

•.• b) that they belong to a separate culture pos~ible (sic) of European Gypsy 

origin. 

The existence of a secret language was thought to lend credence to the secc.nd 

explanation. Now however, this secret language, Shelta, is considered to be merel~ 

an adaptation of vocabulary as a response to discrimination and segregation just a= 

a hippie code-system has emerged. ••-K· 

The above quote illustrates the virtually univ~rsally accepted expla.Y"iation of 

those non-specialists \·1ho happen even to be aware of the existence -:>f Cant~ ·* as 

to how it came tp be there in the first place, and what it consists of. It is 

blithely dismissed as a "code-system", for the simple · reasoP. th3.t recognisin~ i-: 

social Contr~ct, undated pamphlet produced by Sligo, C.T.P., p. 2 
"Gant" is the general tern used by Travellers to describe thei::- language; ttey 
al so use the word "Gammon". "Shel ta'' would seem to be an archaic or dif.1..1.::-ct 
word, as it iz not in general use to-c.a:y. Dr. Kenrick belie~es that, ~istor-
ically there were two diptinct vocabularies, formt:d by different method.£ : 
"Garmno~" and "Shclta11 • Travellers to-day, however, do not distingu.ish b~t·.-: e e;~ 
the two. "Cant 11 i::> the general term applied to all secret commw~icatio:i. 

'\ B 6't 

] 

] 
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as a separate language wculd entail simultan~ous recognition of its speakers as 

comprising a separate culture. Let us look at the fa.::ts: 

(a) Gammon has been in existence from at least Shal:e:spearian times (16th c. ); thi~ 

is documented by Shake:>peare's reference (P.enry IV, Part I, Act 2, Scene 2 1.19) 

which says that young Ht.?nry could "drink with every tinker in his tongue 0 • 

(b) Deeper analysis of the lar.guage points to a far greater age. 

Dr. D. Kenrick, linguist and Gypsiologist, has to eay: 

This is '!:~lit 

. "The critical point about the vocabulary is that it uses unaspirated consonants 

where Middle Irish, indeed all written Irish, has aspirated consonants. The 

unaspirated consonants are of course older. So Old Irish (pre-manuscript) must 

have had "atter" for "father", with a 't' (corresponding to La!::in 'pater'). Jti.iddlc 

and Modern Irish hc.ve 'athair' (pronounced :=.hir' ). Shel ta ·pre.serves the 

unaspirated 't ', givine the forms 'c1.atair' anc! 'gc..rter' ( '!'' representing a long 

'a' ). 

Other examples: 

Cant 

tyal 

tober 

mawler 

kon 

Oid 
Irish 

let 

bot er 

lam 

noc 

Middle 
Irish 

leth 

bothar 

lamh 

nocht 

Mod~rn 

Irish ( pronu.n~ic.tic:: 

/le/ 
- /oo(h)er/ 

/la:v/ 

/noxt/ 

If, as was assumed by the first students of Shel te., th.P; word "gre" ('to arise') 

was derived from 'e!'g-im' when 'g' was p!'oncunced hard, the laYigua.ge would not be 

a mere relic of the eighth or tenth century A.D.; it ;·1ould be prehistoric (i.e. 

pre-dating any Irish written records.)"* 

As is evident from the above, Dr. Kenrick accepts the hypothesis .that Shel~a was 

deliberately 'created' by altering the vocabulary used by. the Settled population. 

There are tvro aain counter-arguments to this: 

Firstl.y, it is quite possible that Go.mmon was traditionally the mother lan.~-~a~~ 

of Travellers, who learnt Irish (and later English) as a second language neces2::.r;,· 

to their de~lings with the Settled population (se~ points C) a.r.d D) overleaf). 

Secondly, even if we exclude the 10% of Gammon vocabulary which is of Ro::nanes 

origin, not all Gar:unon/Shelta words lend themselves so easily to this theory; e.g. 

Cant: "kinya", Irish: 'teach'; Cant: 'kannya', Irish: 'cac'. 

These points are a subject of on-going debate bet~·1een myself and Dr. Kenrick, a.'ld. . 
are too academic to go into in detail here. The interested reader is invited to 

contact myself and The Romani Institute for further details. 

~ V "!low Old are the Irish Travclle!'s?" Occasional f>LJ.pers of the Romani Institute, 
no. 2 , p • 3-4. Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
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all4 .....-. Gaelt.,cht areas? Ir Irish 

••II•~•T Mn lla4 to learn Gamon, and Dtglic!: 

........ }!-.. retainecl 'Uleir knowledge of Irish, 

transe.ctions1 with Irish 

ot the United States, severe.l 

••••-.: -..Oae torabea.ra emigrated there in the mid-19th centu.a.·~ 
• 

cleepite n•rl7 a century- and a hla.lf ot isolation from other 
This gii.· 

YP-t 

theory, 'l'ra.vellers a• a distinct group did not even exist 

onll ~ust in the process of emergence. 

f the m:.jor1~7 o~ ~e Irish people - and 

M '1- Mrt17, trca whom, in the main, Travell~rs 
Irish. Yet the Irish 'l'ravellers of th~ 

... in lrelar.d. aDci Britain, filLl:'~ 

11111•11Mlllllll ....,.,it .,,.,_&man - prcrnng tba+. a.11 

~~--.. ~·~ ........ )., 
-'WIJMll;.(~'-'.._, .._ 01tl Vorl4 or th_. Bew, speak 

sqpne tvo~Xl' ~atiJHr ~4 ao tar u.."1-

..-~_...._.., '11t11vellers ••ged (despite the 

••1:&~ d A~ QIRl - -.ggons - and were 

M Ml ... )d*lt :tlre~tkcl population jut at the time 

••• • take bHr) ~o le-..m Dlglish and forget 

............. tlla Bdtl.ed. iteaaant17. (So much f'!r •social isol-

SO\lth spoke both Irish and C&•on {a.'ld theJ" aist have spoken the latte~ - thq 

certainly did not leam it since th.ey •tP..t.a. or b7 .a- ooill0it1"10• ~'IM1" 
exactly the same vocabula17 used by their counterpart• in Irel•D«l), th•• 
irregardless ot whieh was the ''mother" an4 which tbe •aeccmd." ~ -

i) why is it that, after a generation or 'tvo, botll languages o~ -tu 014 

Country" were not entirely replaced. b7 Dlg].iab? 'l'bia is oertainl~ th• ca" 

with the vas°' majority or ethnic groups in the Statea: the7 jump into •tbe 

melting pot••, and one of the first things to go is the mother-tongue. lfhy 

has this group 110 tenaciously held. on to its distinctive language? 

ii) If -the group were to ~tain one of its distinctive languages, and. replacs t!l 

other with English, why preserve the Geiaon and let the Irish die out? Wb7 

not vice-versa? 
• 

It is worth m~ntioning, while on the subject of Irish 'l'ravellers in the Ur-ited 

States, t~t the language is not the only distinctive feature of the culture which 

t~ey have preserved. Even a cursori glance at the titles listed. in the bib­

liogr-a.phy shows that ~they are still engaged in "typical" tre.des (horse - and 

donkey - dealing, fniit-picking, trading}, gather •en masse' for ~ere.ls, and are 

of co~se, nomadic. The "Committee." in this country might, in the light of these 

facts, be tempted to a.c!: itself what .chance it !'.as of "success" if the mo3t . I 

efficient ·"meltin~ot" in the world has failed, over a hundred. and. ff,;#7 ~ 

period, to "integrate" the Irish Travellers. . 

E) 'l'he argument is frequen'tlJ' heard, th&t Dlglish GJPsies are a "real• (~}. 
culture, bece.use they have their own l&DgUage, whereas b7 contrast Irish ~lhtr 

possess only an "argot•, and so are a "sub--nlture•. 
• 

Yet Dr. D. Xenric!i: (who ap~s fiuent G&11111on :as well aa half a ...__ ditterent 

dialects of Roma.n~s and is one of the very few •countey People' -to do either) •• 

· that, whereas the average Irish 'l'raveller possesaes -a voca.bulary (!Yf. 1000+ vGl.'dS# 

Cant, the average .!tlglidl Byps7. has onlt a.bOUt 5o& worcl.a ot ~lo-Imm~.. r.. 
other words, Irish 'l'ravellera know twice as ~ of their own i...... .. ~liitlh 
011>aie

0

s do. 

·N'o one doubts the validit7 of the claim or Roma.nee to be a "real• lait••• .. (oat~ 
''argot~') simply beoa.use: 

' 
- there are millions of people alive to-day who speak it as their mothe~toDg\18 

and have vocabularies of tens of th"ousands of words (of ,.,hich English Gypsies 

have retained only a few hundreds); . 

- even ~he limited vocabulary possessed by English Gypsies can still be traced be.c" 

directly to_ its roots in indigenous languages alive in India to-clay. 

\Ob'T 
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- ..J... 1 Engl" ~h G'rpsy,. Al. 1glo-Ro~anes fulfills the function Thus even though for t~y s •- ~ 

of an argot, no one is suggesting it is anything other than the "re:unants ''' of a 

bona fide language, since either of the above t\·:o facts on its own would prove 

this irrefutably. In the case of CaD'liilon, however, neither* of these two proofs 

is available. Yet the very scope, and sheer tenacity, of G?..mmon, even as it SUI"­

vives to-d.a.y, would point ot its having been a m'..:.t;h fuller entity in the pc.st. 

Sampson, writing in 1891**, says: that Garamon, as it axisted then, was "copious 

d f t · 1 · t ce " G"'elcl1*** writ5s enough to express all the everyday nee s o ma eria exis en • ~ 

"Tra.di tionally, Travellers possessed Gammon words for mcst of the principle nourH>: 

pronouns, adjectives, verbs, adverbs, and prepositions ••• Travellers still speak 

Gammon to-day, and some "ew words are being createCi.. TnE:; size .of their v~cabule.!' 

however, appears to be much smaller than in th~ past." 

How is it then, that :Engli::h Gypsies with their 500 words are recognised as ha.vi~~ 

a "language", while Irish TravallP.rs \.;i th twice that nwnber, are conceded to 

possess merely a ('made-up') a~got? 

F) Dr. Anthony Cash is a lingui£t of Irish Traveller origin. He raises the 

following very important ~onsidera:tion: "· •• Or take the word. 'mythra', ::aid of 

someone who is constantly con:plaining or G:.lways looking on the gloomy side. This, 

surely, is a ·,1ord coined for int~rnal ccnsurnption, ci.ssuming as it does, long 

acquaintance with the person described. The main purpose for r:hicn Shel ta was 

created cay well have bean to keep outsiders in the dark. '11he evidence of 

'gisthra' and 1mythra' suggests a function .i::ore .-exte:nsi ve than that."**** 

In other words, the e:xistence of vocabulary (and Dr. Cash makes reference to a 

good many more exzmples) which would only be fru1~tional within the group, would 

indicate that the·language was/is used internally ~ather more than is popularly . 
supposed, at the very least. It lends credence to the alternative hypothesis, 

that Gammon may have been the mother-tongue used originally for int~rnal corrum.u1ic­

ation and in tiT:le, like Anglo-Rornanes, degenerating into an argot used pri:n~:cily 
. 

to conceal communication from outsid,ers. Again, very thorough study ;-rould hs.ve 

to be made of the probab)e age, and extent, of 'internal' words in comparison with 

"external" ones, before the questions raised by Dr. Cash can be satisfactorily 

answered. 

,.~ ie· As previously mentioned , the second possi·cili ty has never been researched: i t 
would be necessary for someone skilled in Comparative Eistoric Linguist ic s to 
seek out analogies to Cammon words, synta~, etc., in other languages particul­
arly for those features which a:r-e not icn.meciiately traceable t.o an Irish or 

: ~ Ro:nanes root. 
.... ~t:."'=· -K· "Tinkers and their Talk", in JGLS (first series) 2: 204-21. 
{) ***'J'hc Irich ·ri?1kerE, pp. 38-39 

\ ... ~· "1*11.·X·A. Cash, 'I'he Jan,•:;ua 1.;c of the !·!a~i. rcG. ·in: JGLS (4th series) Vol. i, lTo. 3. 
. 1JO p. 1~0. 

5\ 

• 

G) "Did Irish Travellerz become Shelta speakers, or was it rather that Shelta 

speakers became itinerants? I have no evidence for favouring the second hypoth­

esis: I simply find it difficult to believe th3.t an itinerant, fragmented people 

could have invented such a co1_nplex, in many wc..ys sophisticated, and interna.11:; 

consistent language system."* (.And., I might add, hold on to it for at least 1t 

centuries in Georgia.) 

• . 'T 
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Dr. Cash's linguistically-cased hypothesis would coincide with the three "altern­

native" origin-hypotheses listed earlier on (Section I, pp 

How, indeed, did it come to pass that all Travellers speak a single** language 

(or argot), if, a.s is popularly supposed, they descend fr·cm "drop-out" peasa.~t s 

\>!ho: 

up to 1800 had no shelter of their own and habitually lodged with SettlE::d p~~so=:: 

travelled limited circuits 

had little contact with other nomadic persons outside their own kin-groups, 

etc. etc.? 

.10. ~pontaneous and orga.nised enmity: "Settled Irish have st:-ongly opposed ~!1c 

housing of Tinkers in their commu.ni ties. Upo11 learning of ISC or local au.thori t-,-., 

plans ~o house Travellers in their neighbourhoods, residents have often o~ganised 

protest marches, circulated petitions, and in scme cases picketed County Co·u..~cil 

Offic8s and threatened rent strikes."*** "In the past, Travellers were somet i!.:es 

harassed and even physically assaulted by settled people. As the Covernm,:;nt 

Commission on Itinera.ncy noted, farmers who w~re irate over Tinkers' . trespassing 

and pce.d1ing vegetables sometimes took the law into their owr.. hands. In 1968, a 

member of the Irish P3.rliament ·1as fi· ned t ent d f r· · h" h .t t ' w y poun s or .iring is s.o gtU1 ~ 

a group of Tinkers camped near his home."**** 

Other criteria listed in Gypsies and Government Policy in England, under t~e 

heading "Classification from Inside" in the chapter on "Identity", include: 

11 ) 

12) 

Self-Enploymant***** 

Travelling 

13) Continued Contact with Nomadic Travellers (for Travellers who are house--d.·11ellin 

k ] 14) Dress 

15) Appearance and Posture 

· *~· The re are 'dialects' of She l ta/Gammon, but these are no mo:-e divisive than are 

1 rtJ the several dialects of Uodern Irish. 
,.qf·-¥-·*G. Grnelch, f1h ·3 _Ir·ish Tir.k~rs, p. 140 

C\ ~-lH· Ibid.' . pp. 34-35 
iJ. 4~j*i\· K-*·A d etailed chart of Tmveller work-patterns as comoared to Settled ones, 
J ~ compil cd ty th~ aut:1on: of "Gvus~.cs a nd Govcr;)-r.cnt P~lic;y", is reproduced as 

an appendix to this book. Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
Compiled by Aileen L'Amie, University Of Ulster



16) Opposing Values: 

\ 

"Another crucial part .of self-ascription concerns the 

from, but often stands in opposition Gypsies' value sy~tem which not only differs 

to much of the gorgio value system •••• "* 

those ·.,. d b'r 'l'raveilers for group merabersiii1'. These last six criteria are a.~ong requi_e .:::.!·l-=-:..::..:~~--~ 

l .k +h d- ten, "stan...l-.,._d" anthropological criteria. and are not, u..~ i e ~ e prcce ing w::. 

17) Religion is mentioned by Dr. S. Gmelch as "the same" for both Irish Travellers 

and Settled Persons, I disagree. This is what the Report of the Comr.lission had tt 

sa.y on the subject: "All but 30 of the itinerants recorded in the 1960 ce:n~us 

stated that they were Catl':olics •••• Generally speaking, itin~rants are not 

· · · · t b. t t' e av., i· la"cl s infonnat ion considered to be irrelig10Lls in sentimen u · u ... • 

indicates that mc:,t of them are remiss in attewiing· to their religious 

dutiPs on Sunda ~,-5 :::.rid Church holide.:vs.... In many cases '.tie believe that this 

irregular attendance is due to the fact that no habit of regular attendance was 

inculcated durir.~ the formative years. 

In so far as the Catholic families are concerned, itinerant parents sze t0 it that 

their children receive the s~.crament s of Baptism, Per.ance, Holy Com:nu.l'lion and 

Confinnation, and go to ~ome trouble to enable them to obtain the neces~ary 

instruct i en. 

It if: of interest to note that 80 per t:ent of the itinerant population of the 

Netherlands are membe:-s of the Catholic Church and that they are also said to be 

neglectful of t~1eir religious duties so far as attendance at church i .s co~c~""E~i· 

h t h -.... -ame an_~iety to have their children bantised and recejve t~~ • • • • They al so ave .. e -~~:.:;::.!:.2_'.-:~..!!::::.:...::::.._.:..:.:..:::..::..:.--.::=.:...::.;:.::.::..::..:..:.:.-=..=.::..:..:;~~~;;.:;;;_..;:....;;~;..;;_---

ot her 9acramentE. "** 

The Commission compared the religious observances of the Irish Travellers with t::os 

of only one o"ther n~:;iadic people - and were struck by the siIL!ilc:.rities. Had. t:1e:-~ 

used a broader re3ea-rch-base, comparing more Indo-European noillG.dic peoples**·* 

. (Kalderash, Lowari, Resende, etc. - in other woz:ds, those grou.ps popularly l l.A.I!lpE:d. 

under the broad title ''Gypsies") they 't:ould have been €Ven more astonished. The 

practices of the Irish Travellers are far more similar to thos8 of other Indo­

European nomads, than they are to those of the Settled Irish.· 

Jean-Paul Gleber'~, in his excellent book "The Gypsies", goes into religious belie::. 

and practices in great detail. 'rhe basic fact about Tr~veller re:!.igion can ·oe 

~ J ( ) _-::J~ G;ypsiP.s and Go·1 ·~rn.~e!1~ Policf!. pp. 34-35 See Section I~I . . 
· ia· Hcport of the t;ornrai es2 on on J. ~ ine ra.:;cy 1 PP- 87-88. my J. tal ics. 
;{' ~·~·r say '-'~Ii]£~J~.ll:..ooeai;"r:'1o;iads "t-o cli~tins.lish I!.'uropaan Travellers (irrc;,;ard.lcf;s c :"' 
. } the'Ir_d£m:g_~ of l(J~om~~s.!') from the Sarni (Lapps) who are a Fim10-Ugric 
1 • people an<i"tl~ only oth(.;r nomad::> of Bu.rope. 

1 
~ 

summarised as follows .: 

"Gypsies have no religion of their O\'m 1 but clci.im to follow that of the count:;":v l ~ 

which they 1 i ve. "* 
The forms which this takes ar,e primarily external: emotional devotion to ce~ain 

"personalities" (among ce.tholics: the 3le- ed 1 r1·r · Pope anda ha df 1 ""S · " ;;.S " gin, , n u O.L ai~.: s 

among Continental Travell~rs, the famous ''black" Sa.int Sara ancl. the "Thre:~ l.ar:-i·'s".t 

and a love of colourfui ritual; a gradual replacement of traditional rites with 

Church versions of same. N"ei ther the Irish Travellers, nor British or Conti:n~.rrta.l 

Travellers, have ever shm·m mu~h inclination for an "internal" spiritual life -

such_ as regula.r attendance at "routine" (non-er.10tional, non-colourful) · •t ( ri es e.g. 
weekly religious services). 

Travellers' devo~ion to the Sacraments, as duly noted by the Commission, mus~ ~~ 

explained, NOT as a Settled theol,ogian would sec it, but in tenns of what the:1 n;2.!': 

to the Travelle:-s themselves.** 

·The Sacraments occur ~t turn1·ng-po1·nts ·1·n th , ·~ ~th ~ e ~i.Le o~ · e individual; they 
constitute solemn, ceremonial recognition cf 7-he individual's changed status: 

Baptism: the group \..'elcooes the new member symbolically, makiug him "or..e of us". 

Simultaneously, the group guarantees, in the fon!l of chosen godpa:·ents, to care fo:~ 
the child if his natural parents die; that is, the group ceremonially takes en 

responsibility for the new member's physical and moral well-being. 

First Holy Communion: occurs when the child. has attained "the 1:1ge of reason"; 

that is, when he passes from infancy to childhood; and is deemed responsible for 

actions. This new status is ceremonially conferred in the presence of the gr~up; 

by their presence, the grO\lp publically recognises -the child's new degree of 

responsibility. 

Penance: occurs simultaneously with First Holy Com.":l~tnion, so that, in the "f'olk 

n:::. : 

mind", the two are inseparable. Yet Penance, being an individualistic, "interr..~l;'·-

type Sacrament, is of far lesn interest than First Holy Com.~union. Tra.velicrs 

and, indeed, all "folk" cultures - do not place equal emphasis on the two; one doe:;: 

not.hear families speaking excitedly of a ch~ln's forthcoming First Confession, 0~ 
even of First-Confession-and-First-Holy-CoI!l!Ilu.flion. :Einphasis is placed squarely 0 : 1 

the public r-i tual C?f First Holy Communion alone. 

Confirmation: occurs Hhen ~he child reaches "spiritual adulthood" and is ~hus able 

to take on full responsibility. Th~s Sacrament fulfills, for Travellers, ti~~ 

textbook definition of "puberty rite". After Confirmation, the Traveller is no 

1 onger a child, but a young adult, and as such has the responsibilities and ir.dc~e:!­

dc:11cc of .an adult (though fuil adult status is conferred only with !\la.rric.:.ge). 

~v ~'Gypsies'', Olg:1. Sinclair, p. 52. my ita.lics •. 
c. ~-K- ~· \·~hu. t follows is a sta.11dai:-d .l\;1thropo logical a.n,i.1 ysi s of the social asoc:ct z of t ~! '.: 
~· Catholic religion in folk 5ocictit>s, of which the Tr~vellers, like -t~1c trc:..d.iti~· :'.~­

pcasantry\ arc one. Anthropolosy makes 5imiJar analyses of all (Christiet!l and ~.:: : 
Christinn; rcli;;iou~1 practicca. It is \:orth mentioning h~rcti~at all uocS. :~ti:-: 
\,('\.-~ C.lt~C:-ct .\H "t"\4"\ { ' '"'""'" ,..,... ..,.,,._+\ , ,... .. ""'---·--"'~ -- - ·, -• . .: •• _ "·' · · -·~ ' \~1-1 
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Education authorities draw attention to the.fact t~at Travelling children almost 

invariably cease school attendance immediately they have their Confiree;tion rnE\d~. 

This is generally interpreted as: "They were attending school primarily in o:-dcr 

to receive the instruction necessary for this O!le Sacrament; once they received i~ 

there was nothing raore th~y want€d from the school." There is a very great deal 

of truth in this, since Confirmation is a socially obligatory ritual without '!::hich 

the individual is still in "child" status: naturally~ he is an."<ious to undergo i~; 

and since fonnal instruction is pre-requisite, this too must be undergone. There 

are, however, other reasons why the "post-Confirmation" Traveller ceases scl:ool 

attendance. He is nm·! ar. adult, and mu£t take on adnl t re:;ponsibili ty both 

economically a.~d in the home; this is the "pull" factor away from school. Tha 

"push" fact or is that schooling is synonymous lri th c!'lildhood, a stage which he h~~ 

(ritually, publicly) pas£ed: childre~ attend schcol; he is net a child; erq:~, =--~ 

does not attend school. (This is why adolescent TravellP,rs in T:raining C:.:>nt r.ss 

always refer to them as a "job", and to their Training Allowance c;.s "wagas" .• 

Working, and earning money, are congruous with their adult status, whereas fi.tll-ti~: 

learning is not.) 

Marriage: The textbook anthropological defini tio!l of "me.r·riage" is the pu'blic 

recognition of the sexual union of ?nale and female, as legitimate; by recoe.~1isins-
•. 

the union as legitima~e, the group also prcmi~es to recognise the offspring as 

legitimate that is, as having a birth-right i;o membership in tha group. 

All societies have "marriage" in this sense, though t::e for~s of ceremonial Du.r:-o~n1·i· 

ing the unio:1, like the fonn cf union its~lf (polyga.T&ous? monagamous? exogamous? 

endogamous? preferred partners? forbidden partners?) vary greatly from society to 

society. 

"• •• while there was a traditional fonn of marriage ce~e!?lony peculiar to iti!!cr:-.~ic 

and often referred to as ".iumninE" th~ budget'' the vast majority of pr~sent day 

marriages have been solemnised in Church in the first instance* and the others are 

usually solemnised in Church eventually."** 

It is worth pointing out that this is strikingly a.11alogous to the traditional Gypsy 

custom. Dr. G. Gmelch has pointed out o~e reason why more traditional forms are 

being replaced with those of the Settled Con:nunity: "Today, nearly all Tinkers 

married in the Church. Thz introduction of State welfare benefits has been a 

stimulant for all Travellers to obte.in a legal marriage, since without a mar~iage 

certificate a man cannot claim his wife and children as dependents. "*1£·* 

- ----~--------------~----~--~~--------~----~~~--~~--------~-----~~---' \~~~~is implies that, at time of writing, both forms - indigenous Traveller, and 
~(:Christian - were practiced. 

1 ~ · Report of the Conmissio:i on Itine:ra.:!cy, p. 89 - my italics. 
~-11:· -IC· >fT})c !rich T)nker::;, p. 126 . 1.') 

[ 

[ I 
I J 

[ ] 

1 

Dr. Gmelch mentions the predominance of "mac;le_" marriages and the resistence of 

parents to "dating" - both characteristics of Gypsy culture. He also mentions 

that " ••• when it is lalown in advance that the parents will object •••• the couple 

may ,elope or make a 'run-awo.y match'. 1-ierely by staying away toge-;her one or 

more nights ., the pair may force their parents i!!to pemi tting them to marry, sinca 

it is then ass'Wiled that the girl has lost her virgini·ty. "* Both J.P. Glebert, ~nd. 

Jan Yoors (authors of two different books each entitled The GY":1sies) call atter,tio!: 

to exactly the same phenomenon. 

Thus, while as regards the social use of Church ritual Travellers embody attit~de~ 

typical to "folk" societies: there are significant differences betueen them and the 

Irish peasantry, most notably: • 

non-invol vemen+, i11 Chu!'ch ri tu.al which does not ha.ve immerliate socia,l signif:!.c:::.::~ 

(that is, participation in the Sacraments as turning-points, but not in w::;e~y 
Church services or the Sacraments which accompany them - by contrast, weekly 

attendance of Mass is socially obligatory among the Irish peasantry.) 

the existence of "alternative", non-Church marriage (that is, regardless of the 

ceremony or lack of it surrounding the gr·oup 1 s recognition of a new union as 

legitimate, such recognition does not depend upon Churcn solemnisation, whe.reas 

in Irish peasant society, it does.) 

In both of these aspects, the religion of Irish Travellers is strikingly similar 

to that of the Gypsies, and strikingly dissimila:- from that of the Irish peasa!lt~y 

from whom they s~pposedly spring. 

III. Co31parisor!: Peasantry7 Irish Tr~ve~ers, and GY?sics 

The final point of the last section, where we sa~-1 that Traveller religion is 

similar both to that of the Irish peasantry, and the Gypsies, brings us to furth~r 

analysis of elements dividing and unifying these three groups. 

The claim that Travellers are descended from the Irish peasantry is frequently 

illustrated with examples of elements held in cont'Irnn by the two cultures, particul­

arly those which have since died out among the latter and been retained by the 

former. 
' 

"Parallelism" is the term used in A-"ihropoiogy to describe the simultaneous exist~!1C E 

of identical (or very similar) elell:ent s in tYTo or more cultures. In the p.=.st, 

"parallels" were actively sought out, particularly i!l the search -for the "cradle 

of mankind". It was argued that ever~' clement of culture must have origiP..ated 

~«· Ibid., pp. 127-128. 
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somewhere, and spread thence through migrat i'on and 'borrowing'•* Whenever these 

early scientists detected any kind of similarity between cultures an;)'\·1hc:-e O:'l t~e 

globe - say, tho existence of two-handled clay water-jugs, or the practice of 

tracing descent through the mateI'T'.a.l line - this was cited as 'proof' t.ho.! enc 

culture (usually the one where the scientist had done his original resec..rch) ·.,ras 

the 'originator' of the item, and that any other culture possessing it hc>.d 'borr.m,·..::_ 

it frorn the originators. (In this way, for example, it was 'proved' that M~lane~>i~-
' 

is the •cradle of mankind', since clements found there recur all over the wo:-ld.) 

th l · t (but not by the publi..: This type of thinking was utterly rejected by An ropo ogis s 

at large) in the first few decades of this century. The science came to a mora 

profound recogni"ti\:>n of thr: quintessential·, w1ifying hW!la.n-ness shared by all ::ien 

in "all times and. places; it also came to rej~~t the notion of 'Progress' ("th3.~ 1.3~ 

of any culture being 'superior' to any other). 

The 'basic line' in Anthropology over the past half-century can be sumrr.ari.~cd. ~hv.s: 

~11 men, in all times and places, face the sal!le basic p::-oblems: how to ga:;.n fooi, 

shel ter
1 

and defence fro:n enemies, how to ~n~ure social order, how to express thei~·· 

relationship to the superna. tura.l, how to formul~te net·1 unions, accept new mmnbers, 

and sever deceased members from the group, et~. etc. What is more, there .is Oii.1::,:-

a finite number of ways in which Man can answer these questions: limi tatio~~3 are 

imposed beth by his envir0nraent 1 and by the very way in t:hich the human brain is 

structured to perceive, reconstruct, and respond tc the universe.ii:-* 

To put it more ccncretely: a people living on or near water will, in all prob­

ability, come to use that water for transport - they will build vessels of somf: 

kine. Now, there is only a finite number of. materials, .and s!lapes, that can be 

used to prod~ce an efficient floating vessel. It is thus hardly surprising ~~at 

.boats all over the 'world bear some resemblence to one another. By the same ~cken, 

it is hardly surprising that dwelling-places, cooking utensils, families, religio~s. 

music, ritual, ornamentation, foods, mean2 of transport, agricultural impler.ic!lts 1 

etc. etc. - indeed, all elements of culture - bear some resemblence to one anothBr. 

They are all similar, because they are all the creations of men. 

To get back to ou:x;- boats: if twenty different peoples in twer1ty widely dispersed. 

parts of the globe all possess boats with sails, this cannot be taken as •proof' t!-.:: 

one (and o~e only) of those peoples 'originated' the sail, and tha.t -the others thi:;~-. 

~. * It followed logically, then, that all cultures which had not originated -the 
element were inferior to, or off-shoorts of, the originat:i.ng culture • 

l \ 

Deeper investigation~ into the nature of the hUf.lan mind are the rilost excitin~ 
aspect of contemporary Anthropology, and are ·oein6 pursued by the school lr....rlo~m 
a5 Structu1-alism led by Claude Levi-Strauss. rtis ''Struc"tur-5.l Anthro~; oJ. ~~:-::v" 
(Pelican, 2 volumes) is an invci.luable introduction to tha subj ect. -

• 

' 

I 

I 

II 

] 

I 
] 

1 

'borrowed' it. If r\::se!arch unearths a: re:nari:c."blc !lU!.'lber of very close ~iruilar-

ities in ite:r.s posses~':?d by two or more cultures {5=3.y, pecu.lia?"iti~s in tha means 

and materials used for weaving the se.il; its s~pe, size, colour, .-!ays of riggi~i 

the shape, size, n~age, 1I?aterie...ls, cethods, ornar.ientation, etc. etc. of the boat; 

legends surrounding both; and - this is the one really irrefutable procf -

similarities in the words used to describe all cf these), then and only then can -.1~ 

begin to hypothesise that the cultures may have been in contact, and borro!·1ed f.:-c:r. 

one another, at some point in the pa.st. The discovery of 'parallels' in no way 

"proves" that contact or borrowing have occurred; it simply indicates that tr1ey 

ma;r have done, and that furth'?.r research along these lines should be undertaken, 

eventuall~ to prove or disprove the hypothesis. 

• 

"All men are si!Ililar, but some are more simile...~ than others." By thif: it is t!!~&.!:-t 

that, for example, desert-dwellers are likely to have more clements of culture in 

common with one another, than they are with peoples living in rain-forests or tr.e 

Arctic - for obvious reasons. By the same token, folk-cultures* possess in COIT.!!:O!l 

certain elements which unite them with one anothe·r and distinguish them from e 1;.;. e.r.~ -----
and urban*** cultures. By the same token again, nomadic cultures possess certai~ 

unifying features which distinguish them from sedentary ones. 

The Rom, the Irish Travellers, and the Irish peasantry are all folk cultures. 

However, the first ·t~:t> are nomadic, while the last is sede!ltary. Thus it is t J ~E-

expected that w~ will discover certain elements held in corn.rnon by all three, as 

well as some which occur in the first two but not tha third, and some which are 

unique to each. 

I repeat that in no cas~, except the linguistic, is the ~ppeara.nce of a single .. 
~ .,- .-­.... ., --

in tHo or more cultures in itself proof that 'borrowing' has taken place; the.~, t;1e 

. remarkable similarity of Romany and Traveller funeral customs no more proves that 

one 'copied' the other (still less, that one is an 'off-shoot' of the other), than 

A few characteristics of 'folk-cultures': rural, kinship-based, little econo=i: 
specialisation, self-sufficiency, family - economic unit. Primary informatic~ 
source ;:: 'face-to-face f (rather than through outside media, including the prir~~-:. .: 
word). Little differentiation betwl?en dwelling-place and place of work. 

Lt' \ Education of the young primarily non-formal; observation/emulation of adults, 
0 high regard fo~ tradition and suspicion of 'ch~nge', etc. 

*-IC· "Elite cultures": this term refers primarily to the C"..ll tu.re of the aristocracy/ 
intelligentia/"middle clr:.sses", whether rural or urban: much econoo:ic speciz.l­
isation1 family is not self-~ufficient nor the functioning eccno~ic unit. Pri:::~:-:. 

information-scurce = media. Formalised, £pecialist education. etc. etc. 
-IC· ~· ~·By 'urban' it is meant, basically, non-rural "folk" culture: that of the 

"working classes". Many elements, such .as very strong kinship-links, low 
emphasis en form.;tl education, predominance of face-to-fa~e infonn;.tic:1 ~ourc<.:~, 
lin-'< in to ~ts rural counter--part; other eleoents, like a clear division be:· .. :~e-:. 
home and work, c>.nd bet\·recn \·:ork and leisure, economic specialisation and non 
self-sufficiency, etc;. divide th8m. 
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...--~ .r puall•l• - which ie all the foll~ 

• Nlllllil_.&r thel~ origin• an4 eigniticanc• i• a taek 
9illllllfl.ti\la!Jr. tbW 9dope or tho present taelc: th• retut-

..... :'11'4JM'911Wll to not ompriae a separate culture - tlley 

lllit•rt.} itls_.tallJ', Irish pea.ms. " 

• 

particularly those in England. 

ia static; change ocCu.ra continucusly • 

. 

of v. 

~to "contemporary" rural cociety, ·I bear in mind its ongoing "urban-

~ .. vent ot emploJlllent posdibilities outside of agriculture, the 

Mlr&J[ljta:tion at -agriculture itself, the general replacing of the forms 

~liia.lllll~Q~-11-."'~ (owning land, ha.ving one's own farm, as the goal} with alternat-- . 

(tlae children of farmers who stay on the land are no longer ''the lucky ones": 

survi. ve i thE=y do, but are increasingly a. 

and Gypsies, I have used oniy one 

I have attempted to get round. tbe difficulty of shcvAing changes in time, by 

~~eing a time-element to the &y:abolism. 

• s"~B.: 'J'hio chart does NOT clair.. to be exhaustive. It r..as also placed particula: 
1 .... •l• on aspects where Traveller and Settled cultures differ. 

t'3~ 

[ 

b) The Symbols 

I : 
x 

-

• • 

• • 

• • 

• • 
( ) : 

is specifically accepted/no:-.aa.ti~e 

is specifically rejected 

accepted more in theory than practice 

rejected more in theory than practice 

a line under any of the above indicatea a recent phenomenon 
. 

brackets around any of the above indicateo a for:ner phenomenon 

, 

.. 

·. 
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ELEMENT 

1 • Basic Values {Ideals·l 

a) Scdcntarism 

b} self-employment . 

c) wage-employment 

d) land-ownership essential to prestige 

e) sint;le, steady income-source 

f) specialisation= increased prnstigc 

g) nucle3.r family a wo::-k U.."li t 

h) family - self-sufficient (own food, . clothing etc.) 

i) desir: as many children as possible 

I j) all material goods valued in themselves 

k) accrunulation of material goods {e.g. 
it is "held onto") 

once a thing is obtained, 

1) children'~ life-style, education-level, skill-level, should 
ideal lv be h iffhcr than parents' 

. m) high value on "book-learning" (literacy, 'schc·l arship' ) 

n) "book-learning" normative 

o) all rr.cmbcrs of family contribute to family ecc.®'Tly 

2. Sedeniarism 

a) 11ormi?.tive at all times . 

b) permissable in special circumstances (e.g. ~inter months) only 

c) vn.l~cd in itself 
• 

I 

I I 

. I 
I I 

f.a ! . • 

I 
/ 

;-:~=t 
I 

' 
/ I 

i I ' 

I 
I 

I I 

x 

I 
x 

I 
I 

I 

/ 

II ' III IV 

I Y. x 

f6 I l I 
.J_ x x 

I 

~\ x x 

I I x x 

I : x x 

I x I I - I 

JC x x -
(/) / I I 

I 

/ x ·x I 

I I x x 
I 

_j_ >: I x 
I 

I ~ ~ 
I 

l x >: I 

x I I -
i 

I 
I I 

I x x 

' 
I / I 

l I x 
! 

x 

~S~ 
·~ r-1 r--1 r--i ~ 

- ·- -........ 
r.q.J~, f-1 n j e ! . ,_ t= = I t= = ==: 

=:::::. = ' ='. . . =~-:-----"--=-~ .. . . . r-""' ~ ~ - r- ,.....____, 

·~ ~ '--I ~ ....... . ...... : ~....., ,.~ --ii..lj 

·~·--__ _:_ ____________ __,. __________ _,_ ______ _,r----:-~~-r----::-:-:---. ,__ __ E_l_e_m-en-t-------------------. I II . III 
1 

IV 

). Nome.di sr.l 
1 

• I a.) normative· at e..11 times x x / / 

b) acceptable in exceptional circwnstances (e.g. holidays) only x .J.. 
c) ·valued in itself x x / / 

. 
' I I 

' 4. Dwelling-Place · ! 1 

I I 

a) house/flat: . · 
nonnative / / x .x ' . 

-(;:> 

~ 

·ncc~ptable permanently . · / / .~ .~ 

acceptable teinporarily onlY. I / / 

b) caravan/trailer: ' 
normative x x / / 

acceptable pe11::ancntly x x / / 

. --- acceptable temporarily only (e.g. holidays) x _L 
c) tent: 

normative x · , x i (/) ~ :~ 
acceptable permanently x x ?£ ~ I 

acceptable temporarily only (e.g. holidays) x _j_ 
I 

I 

I I 5. fliarriage .. , '. 
• I a) e~ngements: 

1 - "match", made by pa.rents , / x / / , 

- "dating" (courting) actively discoure.ged ' / x / / 

- female vireini ty obligatory / · ~ / / 

-----1 - m~u·ria.t;e in tc~n.age year:J nonn::?.ti vc / : x / / 
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C} the 
- prefe~entially to first couBin 

d) procreation: 
- large family desired 

- rejection of family planning (= restric·~ion of no. ·Of children . . 
--~~--~~----~--~-~ 

6. Kinship 

a.) existence of "extended fe.mily" (married. sons and daughters in 
frequent contact with one another and :parents; work/live together 
or near one another 

b) first-cousinship a real bond 

cJ secontl-cousinship a real bond 

J d) existence of "clans" (persons not· necessarily able to trac-e th~ir '. 
biolot;.ical relationship to one another yet feeling they b~long to 
a sin,~le lar;re knit-unit 

e J existence of "faction8 11 (ritual hostility based on membership of 
different clan rather than personal aualities 

' .. 

.x 

I 

I x ·- I I 

I . f1 I I 

I ~ I I 

... 
h 

~· A I!!. ' 
. ... . ......._ . 

I ! 

a e 1 e· 

Element 

1. Child-rearing 

a) biological mother solely/primarily responsible 

b) older siblings primarily responsible 

cJ responsibility shared with extended family 

d) strict division "child "7"adolescent "7"adul t" 

e) .children contribute economically to family 

8. Death 

a) "wake" before funeral 

b) funeral att-enaanc-e obligatory- rega-rdless 
inconvenience - for:* 
- parents 

of distance or 

,,..., I I - spouse 
~ 
-~ I I - offspring 
;,-

siblings 

- aunts/uncles/nieces/nephews 

- COllGll1!3 

- distant relations 

- non-relatives living locally 

c J post-funeral normative activities: 
- weeping 

- drinking 

- singing 

- fighting 

- telling anecdotes abo11t the dead 

d) normative duration of post-funeral activities: 
- hours 

,.. ... 

~ ~ 

I' I ' 

I I 
I x 

I I 
I . x 

I I 

I 
I 

I fo 

I 

'I II I' III I IV 

I I I x I x , x 

I 
x -
I I x I :-: 

I x -

.I x I I I I 

~l1lta l1lto· 
0 
0 -0 
0 

0 
0 

¢ 
~ 

x 

. x 

x 

- dayc • -· :I 

~· the ::;cc;o)ld :;:ymbol in thcue colums refers to obli.r,atory participation in po::rt-f.°\melal o.ctivitie:~. 
A ''\~" indic:itec 0l,lit.ro.tory p:.•.rticipr~tion for thc:;ir fi;I.J, no!1native dura;l,ion. 
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ot- Qeatn: 
relatives must move from immediate area 

mcnt i On,- .I - - ""',,_. 'f'\nl:l L-.1. uu,og 1'8.1 -
. ~9•· Political• Organisation (see chart, 'Political Autonomy' - pp. 216-8) 

..---·- ·--·. . ··fo. Work (see appendix) 

11. Money 
a) to be accumulated in itself 
b) s~vings in bank or in form of banlmotes/coins 

cJ savings/accumulation in non-transferable from Cla.nd 

d) savings/accumulation in transferable fcrm (to ·be 

necessary): 

s11.:opped as 

- livestock (horses, cattle) 
- goods (dwelling-place, means of transport, jewellery 

12. Begging 
.a) iegitimate source of money 

b) legiti~ate source of goods 

c > nar:nutivc source of domestic essentials 

d) normu.t i ve pre-adult occupation/incorne·-source 

e > normative a.th:.lt female occupation/inccmc-source 

r) nki ll a.t b•.~gging = ~1ocia1 prcnt i~e 

lJ< : 1·~;;;ing t\1. all :: :d~.i:.~na. 

Elements 

1 ). Language 

a) knowledge of Irish nonnative 

b) knowledge of English normative 

c) knowledge of other "secret") language normative 

14. Use of Institutions 

a.) formal schooling 
- obligatory 

- permissable 

b normative school~leaving age: 
- legal minimum 

- Confirmation 

c hospitals: 
- normative for child-birth 

I 

..... 
- nonnative for i·cl;•.tively minor ailments 

- nox·mativt! for major ailments 

d} prisons/courts: a 
- encountered rarely 

- entail great soc;ial stigma. 

e "homes" for children of livfng pa.rents 
- encow1tarcd rarely 

- entail groat oocial stit,rma 

f} "horr.:? s" for aged 
- encountered rarely 

- entail great social stigma 
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. ... ... .., 

Elements I II III D J 

' 15. Education 

a.} primarily informal· (observation/emulation of olde~ family members) I I I . ··- .. 
x 

b) primarily formal ("schooling", ''book-lea.ming") x I x x , ... 

c) literacy desirable I I fl , 
d) literacy nonnative ~ I x x 

e) specialist skills desi~able ~ I , !I 
f) spccia~it.rt okills normative x ~ x x 

16. 't'ime-Conoepta 

a) primarily present-time orientation i x I I 
b) primarily :future-orientation {"saving", "pla.nning ror the future" j , I x . x 
cJ strict schedule for work .. 

~ - I x x 

d) strict schedule for rising/retiring I I x x 

e) strict division of "holidays" from "\<\'orking da.ys" I I x x --
~ f) strict divi~ion of ."wcrk" from "leisure" x I x x 

~ 
17. Cleanliness-ConceEta 

a) emphasis on "objective" clea.nlineas (of person/clothing) I I JC x 

b) · emphasis on "ritual'' cleanlinet:is (washing of distinct categories 
of items in separate vesselsj x x I I 

c) toil ct facilities within, or in closa _proximity to dwc.:.iling I I x x 
d) animals "ritually" ir.tpure, not allowed within dwelling ~ x rp I 

• - . 
18. Concepto of Space: Its uses and ''Ownership". 

\ 

a) dwelling'itself is rrprivate property'' I I I I 
b) area surrounding dwelling is "private property"* I I ~ ~ 

* that is, is "owned" and not to be ''tre!:pa.sscd upon". 

--• r-1 ~ . r- ~L .,,,~ """ -

,...... ......... ,._ 
r-i - - -- - - - -

- - - - - - - -----·-- --- ·---

~ 
. 

Elements I It III IV 
I 

18. ConceEts of Sface: its uses and 11owncrshiE" conts/ 
• 

c) area surrounding dwelling • primarily a.esthetio/reoreational ¢ I x x 
ourooRe - seen as extension of d.wellin1r area. 

d.J a.rea surroundins dwelling is not "private property"* x x I . / 

e) ar~a surrow1ding dwelling • primarily a work area x x I I 
f) "rituo.l" cleanlincso or dwelling-pla.cu I l I I 
gJ "ritual" cleanliness of area. inuneidately surrow1ding dwelling I I x x 

( r11bbi11h n1ay rtot be deposited there) · . h) space ooyond thnse two is not "owi1ed" and not kept ri·r'1Ally I I I I 
clean ( 1. e. rubbish may be d.eposi ted thel"a) 

' 
.-.,. 
~ 

* That ia, is not permanently "owned", anti may be used within r~aon b7 non-aaem'bons ot the clw•llinc. 
"' 
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IV: Recogniti~n of the Irish Travellers as.a Separate Culture: Implications 

for char.ges of attitude and practice 

It is to be hoped that the pr~c.e.:aing pages have, once and for all, convinced the 

reader that Irish Travellers are not a mere "sub-culture" composed of "drop-outs" 

from Settled society, but rather form a viable and cohesive Culture of their o~·m. 

"If the travellers are regarded as a separate culture it is difficult to justify 

many of the procedures now beinY, used to inteerate tilem into the general cornrr.uni!.:~ 
because what it would mean is that a culture t·:as being srstematically destroyed. 'h<-

The Travellers are a Culture: -- an Ethnic Minority Group .. The book Racial and 

Cultural J"inorities** is one of many to treat, in detail, the relationships 

between majority and minority cultures co-existi:ig in a given area (be it "ghetto", 

region, national territory, etc.). The following is adapted fro~ pp. 20-25. The 

authors remind us: "These six policies of tfai1ina.nt groups are not, of couz-se, 

mutually exclusive: many may ba practiced. simultaneously. Soele arc conscious 

long-run plans; some are ad-h_oc . adjustments to specific situ.at ions; some are 

by-products (perhaps u."lintended) of other policies. In some instances they a!'G 

the official actio~s of maJ·orit,y-group l ,eaders,· ~Lo th th aa in o ... ~1ers ey are · e y-t ~~y 
responses of individual members of the dominant grcu.p." The reader 1 ~ invited t 

0 

carefully consider which of them are operative in Settled treatment of Travelling 

People in this country. He is also i·n i"t d t ·d h h 
v e o consi ~r ow ot er minority groups 

e.g. Protestants, Jews, native speakers of Irish, fare. 
• I 

es of Maiorit 

1. Assimilation 
towards ·minority groun$} 

.. 

a) .forced: "One wa to "solve" the roblem is to eliminate the minorit 

Dominant groups have frequently adopted an extreme ethnocentricism that 
••• 

refused minorities the right to practice their O\·m religion, speak 
their o·,m 

language, follow their own customs.· •••• Perhaps the most extreme mar.ifest-

ation of enforced assimilation was the Nazi re~m~ w· t• · t · d 
• . - b- , i n l. s i eology of a 

monocltltural, monolingual, monoracial ppople ruled by ih •t . 
. - an au~ 0~1 arian state. 

Thu~ forced assimilation is an extre~e manifestat 1· 0 n of thn 
e · .ocentricism 

~~loped into an active policy for the sapposed benefit 
- . of the !1atio~1al state.*¥.* 

* Social Contra.ct: ur-dated pamo::tlet by Sligo CTP p 1 ('f" ·t 
1

. ) ** D G E · - · · - ' • ·'v l a ics 
*:r.-+; .. uy t} • S.L~PS?!'llar.dd.:T .M •. Y~n~cr, publ. il1.rpar c>.nd Row 1965. All italics 

a.· ictlCJ~ eri~ ~.n 3oc~a interests of the settled population· itzelf \·ri~i ~~71 • 
aC vaz:cc. y a Ju1·os·11 ~o~Auttitohn of the itinerant problem." - Report of tho 

ommiss1on, p. <T• • · ~ r.icr.icnt this cor.-.munity is contr·b . · ...... 
to soci0ty and taking the maximu.11 in the fo ....... of . 

1 1
1 uting the miniiJt:.'71 

.L ·•! soc1a we fare d th benefits. Our economy is too poor to allow this sit\:a+i . an_ 0 e:r 
Social Ccn:t r:.ict, p. 12 " on ~o continue." 

I 

I 
l 
J 
] 

1 
1 
1 

1 

1 
1 

I 

l 
' j 

J 

b) permitted: Peaceful assimilation ·is in marked contrast. It is a long-

run policy of cultural and sometimes racial unity, but it permits minoritie -

2. 

to absorb the dominant patterns in thei:-- 'own \·1a~~nd at . 
it envisages reciprocal assimilation, a blending of the 

one-waLadjustment. 

Pluralism 

their own sneed, an -
diverse group, not 

Some minorities, however, do not ~rant to be assimilated, to lose ·their separate 

identity, whether it be unilaterally or bilaterally. And parallel to the plural 

istic aims of such g:coups is the willingness on the part of some dociinant groups 

pennit cultural variabilit~ within the range still consonant with national ~ity 
and security •••• 

3. Legal Protection of Minorities 

Closely related to pluralism, or a cub-division of it, is the policy of 

minorities by legal, constitutional, and diplomatic means. This is often offici 

pluralism, but the emphasis on legal protection implies that there are important 

groups involved that do not accept the pattern. 

4. Population Trar.sfer 

Majorities have sometimes adopted a pcssibility of population transfer in an attem 

to reduce minorities' problems •••• In a few instances popuJ.ation transfer has been 

peaceful proc~ss •• ~. More often it has been a thorou.;.?hlv discriminatorv nrocess 
~~~~--.~~~~~~~--~~--.----· b > 

aimed at ttsolving" the problem by driving the group members out of an area.* •••• 

Population transfer is ba.sed on the monocul tural ideal.... To be effective, it 

would have to block -later population movement, despite labour demands and other 

economic changes •••• Even when carried out in a hc.m=?..ne way, it 'yiolates mc.nv o: 
the most basic ri~hts of individu~ls. ,. 

5. Continued subjugation 

The policies just discussed have sought either to incorporate the minorities into 

society or to drive them out. Often however thG dominant group wants neither of 

these results: it wants the minority groups around, but it wants them kept "in 

their place", subservient and exploitable •••• 

6. Ex-termination 

Conflict between groups sometimes becomes so severe that physical destruction of~ 
by the other becomes an accepted goal ••••• "** 

• 

-JC· "Thei·r presence is considered to lower the tone of a neighbourhood and those wh 
live in that neighbourhood are seldom satisfied until the itinerants have be~r. 
moved on." - Report of the Commission,. p. 102. --.,-••• we must face up to the 
problem, that if any one area succeeds (sic) in getting rid of any traveller's 
camp or house there th2,t they must inu!lediately become a. burden on the neighbouri 
area." Social Contract, p. 13 

** All quotations under 111rypcs of fl".aj ori ty Policy" taken from Racial and Cultural 
Minoritic3, G.E. Simpson and J. M. Yinger, pp. 20 - 25. Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
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Now that we have an idea of the various J ~licies applied by majorities to minorit" 

let us look at some documented quotation and see which of these attitudes they 
embody: 

"••• a natural increase in the Jewish population (of the l·hmich area) of acout 5% 
per annum. ··.This indicates that if emigra.tio:1 stopped, the problem facing the 

authorities in the integrating this community would grow at a startling rate and 

this does appea~ to be no~ happening. The people (sic) of Munich are, therefore,1 

. I faced with three choices: 

{a) ensuring that emigration of Jews continues ••• 

{b) tolerating (sic) a very fast-growing Jewish population, especially arctmd 
town 

(c) integrating the present Jewish community quickly." 

"In some other to\oms there are "Jewi· sh beer-halls"... rnh b 1 e a sence of such a beer-
hall in Munich leads to drinking on the streets ·th t wi ou any control, which is a 
weil-lmo\-m featu~c of .Jewish life-style •••• " 

"It .is natural f th h or ose ·w o a:-e left to feel rejected and. try to hole: that person 

or family back - the i!~"!ich Jewish Christianisation League has had this experi.e~ce 

with trying to help individus.ls who were ambitious while their f""mi·1.,.·es 
~ ·'" wer..-=? 

indifferent or worse." 

"The Jewish Christianisation Leagues have developed as organisatio!1s helping and 
speaking on behalf of thi· co 't H 

· s mmuni Y· • • • • owever, a8 the peopie (sic) of I-:U.nich 
know, the problem iR far from beir.g ·solved and it is the pur~ose 'of this booklet ~ 
discuss how the Chri t· ·t s ian cornrnuni y and their institutions can contribute to this 
solution." 

" •••• the material and social interests of the Christi'an community itself will be 
adva.nced by a .just sol;.ttion of the Jewish uroblem." 

Mein Kampf? 

llo. All quotations are taken froill a single pamphlet s · 1 c . 
. . ' oc1a ont ract' * "prepared. 

on behalf of Humanity by the Cot~ty Sligo Branch of the Co~~ittee 
for Travelling 

been to r eplace some words with thei·r People." All I have done has 

from another time and place: 
equivalent s 

"I~..... . f ·.iu.uicn" or "Sligo", "Jews/Je'·'i· sh" " for itinerant/ 
tinker/TI'aveller, "Jewish Christianisation LeaP.:Ue" for 

... "Itinerant Settlement 
Committee", "Christian" for "Settled", "Beer-hall" f or pub. 

* Pagt?s of quot"-tions (in order of appearance above): 
P· 10 (qu0tcd from the Report of the Commi s sion). pp. 4-5; P· 6; P· 12; p.2; 

I 

J 

. , ] 

J 
] 

• J 
] 

] 

1 
1 
1 
1 

1 

1 

The pamphlet was chosen because it typifies. ~he attitudes held by Settled Persons 

who would consider themselves very pro-Traveller. We are all so used to ma...~ing, 

and hearing, and accepti~g statements of this kind, that it is difficult for us to 

proba beneath the surface and ·identify what their w1U.erlying assumptions area. It 

is to be hoped that the "shock tactic" of forcing the reader to compare ide:ntical 

statements when applied to Jews, arid then applied t~ Travellers, will cause an 

"examination of conscience": how guilty is each of us of this kind of ethnocentric 

arrogance? 

The authors of the above pamphlet openly admit that, if Travellers were recogr.iseci 

as a separate culture, that it would be "difficult to justify many of the procedure 

now being used to integrate them into the general community becau.se what it t.tould 

mean is that a culture was being systematically destroyed." In the authors~ 

opinions, however, this is not the case: ".: •• ~he differer.ces in culture h3.ve 

been brought about by poverty and social isolation and these cultural differences 

are: therefore not worth pres~rving."* 

Hundreds of exc~ption3.lly altruistic, dedicated, and energetic Settled People in 

this country have thankl~ssly devoted themselves to the tf.3k of righting what they, 

in the light of -the "sub-clll ture" and/ or "drop-out" theories, see as intolerable 

social justice. 

The direction ("re-integration into Settled society, their birthright to the 

benefits of uhich has been denied itinerants through the callous apathy of that 

society") of their efforts - tho·u.gh never the p1.iri t y of their rnoti ·Jat ion - has been. 

questioned by colleagues elsewhere, particularly in Britain. Other coWltries see~ 

to have gone throngh phases of similar attitudes towards Travellers. For example: 

"Since the majority of Travellers to-day are thus credited with no ethnic identity, 

no culture in the ~roadest sense, and no independent system of values (only feeble 

and fragoented :-eplicas of those of the dominant post society), it. is consistent 

that the outsiders' primary aims for them· should be rehabilitation and hurnani taria::.2 

or more efficient absorption •••• Consequently Gypsies were persuaded to give up 

travel ling and self-employment in exchange for 'half-way' housing and 'regular', 

mainly u.~skillsd, jobs. ~rlier Ve~sey-Fitzgerald, the Gypsiologist advising o~ 

the survey in Kent in 1951 had suggested that only pure-blooded Romanies should be 

allowed to co!'ltinu."e travelling. This faintly resembles Himmler's initial policy 

towards G:yPsies in Nazi Germany**·; Hirmnler wished to preserve and permit travelli~g 

by two specific tribes, whom he believed had not debased their race and culture by 

mixed breeding. 11~ -~~-

* Ibid. both c~otations taken from p. 1 (my italics throughout) 
** The Nazis pursued a general policy of exterminc:.tion of all 11rac1.ally inferior" 

pcoplen, D.nd not just, as is popularly believed, of JevrS:- Over half a. r.iilliorl 
Continental Travellers perished in Na~i conccntr~tion camps: see Th~ Uesti.nv of 
Europe's C\vr:-ic~ (Kenrick and Puxon for full docUfficntatio:i. 

«,HC·G_ypr; ir;~ and r: c ·:c :-nmc~nt Pol icy in !~r-1 and, p. 31 Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
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I In other words, in England until quite recently, identical policies geared towards 

assimilation ("integration", "reho.bili ts. tion ") were follo~1ed. The English had r.o 

convenient theory of the "impurity" of the origins of their Travelling population 

to back this up - the Rom had'been assiduously studied there since the early 19th 1 

century, and the Gypsy Lore Society-* founded, in 1888, specifically in order to 

pursue this work. The English realised they were dealing with a people with a j 

long and impeccable pedigree stretching back nearly a milleniurn a~d half-way acros~ 
the world to India. There was thus no question of the Rom not comprising a 

separate culture - but the English found this culture to be just as intolerable 

as the Settled Irish felt that of "their" Travellers to be (hardly surprising.-

the two are identical in m3.ny ways, as Chart III clearly demonstrates). The wey 

round this, then, was to ..:ay that, al though "tr-Je Gypsies" were indeed a distinct 

people, there t;e:cH no longer a:iy "true Gypsi3.s'! ieft: 

"The old Romany stock is diluted and there has been an infiltration of "poor white 1: 

The ma.joI"i ty of these people have wandered all their life. Though in the pasts 

they had their proud traditions, they and we too, as thinking people, are faced 

with the p1·oblem that besets a decadent stock."** 
, 

It should be clear by now that thinking on both sides of the water evoJves ~=·· 'JtU:.Cl 

a CODUDon er!'or: that of confusing genetics (biology - purely physical. cha!'a~tei·. 
istics) with culture (everything which is~ biology). 

The English version of the argument surr.marises as "distinct culture (Romany) + 

genetic interbreeding (with non-Romanies - i.e. with native English "poor whites") 

= "racial impurity*' = "decadent stock" = dilution, and finally dissolution, of 
separate culture." ~~e Irish version woald be something along the lines of 

"Settled Irish forced i~to nomadism T hundreds of -years of nomadism = no cultllra J 

evolution = Settle~ Irish forced into nomad.ism (that is, Irish Travellers, de:~pite -
their centuries of separate existence, are "still" basically identical to the Ina.in.­

st ream from which they "dropped out"• and consequently should be "re ''-sett led) u 
0 

·To state it more succinctly: 

(English version): "separate r3.ce = separate culture; 

racial mingling = cultural interrningli~g 

= end pf separate culture 

= justificati"on for assimilationist policies" 

(Irish version): "identical race = identical culture 

-k· 

== juetifica ticn for as.simila tionist policies:" 

Still very much 1n exictence: '"'Ublishez the h kn 
,, muc -re O\-mcd "Journal" ('.JG LS ' ) • 

Has consistently conccrnt;d itself. with Iri~h T:-avellers as well as the R 
Report on GyPsies and 'i'rav~llez·s in Har.1p~~1~·.£, fu..mpshirc Association ... Cpin • .; C",, 
Co\1ncils, publ. Winchc.!~tcr 1t160. Quot,.. l 1 c· · o1 ar_..., .. 

;1 ~<. n ,ypzies nnd Goverrunent J> i · · f.nr;lnnd. p. 31 t~9o · o ic.v in 

... J 

J 

J 

J 

J 
~ 1 

1 

1 
r • 1 

1 

1 
] 

• 

1 
1 

- _,. ~ ... .__ ... 

It is to be hoped that, having read all of the preceding documentation, the re~ue~ 

can see the fallaciousness of both argwnents, and that he agrees with the statement 
....... 

of the Sligo Committee for the Tra.velling People: 

"If the Travellers are regarded as a separate culture it is difficclt to justify 

many of the procedures now being used to integra.te them into the general co;nJlluni t .. Y 

because it would mean that a cu.1 ture was being systematically destroyed."* 

If forced assimilationism is morally wrong, what alt0rnative is morally righ~? 

Of the seven possibilities listed on pages. 68-70 only 1b and 2 give any scope fo~ 

the minority group to detennine its own destiny (number 3 is simply a legal 

guarantee that 2 will be operative). The answer is either "permitted assiL~:ilatic:-_ 

in which both sides make. adjustments, and do so 3.t their own pace, or "p1,ual isra", 

that is, mutual tolerance of cal tural variabili t:t within the society (poss:!.b! y 

backed up with legal sanctions, as the cultural distinctiveness of Gaeli:;ac1c­

dwellers is). 

rt is certo.inly not within our scope to decide what the Travellero, as a. {)rcupr 

ought to do, and c~rtainly we have no right to look at their way of life f1~ow tl:e 

outside and judge which aspects of it are "worth pr~si:?rving" and. which are rtn,ot "~ 

All of that is un to the Travellers. (We were not too pleased when the Englirh 

' tried the same policy on us. J 

What is within our scope is to make changes within our own hearts a!1d with ... n c~r 

own culture; we can decide that our Travelle~ compatriots have JUnt as 

right to be here, and to live in whichever ways they see fit, as "1<! do. r:e 
also offer the hand of friendship and aid where this is requested, e.nd 1.n ' e 

d.irections in which it is requested: if the individual opts for as13iru.ilationf h, 

deserves our co-operation; if he opts for certain aspects of our (lllturc (c,ge · 

house, literacy) then he should gain them as automatically as does any othc1 

citizen; if he opts for distinctively Traveller lifestyles - particularly r.or.1.~di..3:::. 

these too should be his by right • . 

This basic attitude towa.rds Travellers - that they are a separate culture deservi~~ 

of our respect and entitled to integrate er remain separate as they themselves 

determine - is the central , permeating tenet of this book. 

• 

* Social Contract, p. 1 Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
Compiled by Aileen L'Amie, University Of Ulster
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FOREWORD 

[ 

[ 
The following Review of Literature is an excerpt from my 

Master's Thesis, and dates from 1979; it is not, therefore, 

meant to be representative of anything published since that 

date, or of any changes in policy or attitude which may have 

occurred in the interim. The especially thorough explanations 

of certain facts which may seem self-evident to the Irish or · 

British reader stem from the fact that the thesis was 

submitted and defended to a Polish university. 

TITLE 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE. excerpt from The Cultural and Ethnic 

Distinctiveness of Irish Travellers, Master's Thesis for the 

Degree of Master of Anthropology, submitted to the Jagiel-

lonian University, Cracow, Poland, in 1979, pp. 18-42 

/ ,...., .,,,,.. 
Translated by the author, Sinead ni Shuinear. 
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REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

A. INTRODUCTION 
' 

In the Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society, vol. III 1978, pp. 159-169 

was published "Ireland's Travelling People: A Comprehensive Biblioqraphy", 

by Doctors George and Sharon Gmelch. It comprises a list of 102 separate 

titles, grouped under various headings, i.e. General Works, Folklore, 

Language, Genetics, Material Culture, etc. These 102 works can be 

classified as follows: 

- 38 works published in scientific periodicals, including the J.G.L.S. 

itself, as well as others specializing in folklore, archaeology, history, 

medicine, linguistics etc.; 

- 5 unpublished university theses (some for Master's, other for Ph.D. 

degrees); 

- 10 excerpts conce.rning Irish Travellers taken from scientific works on 

other topics (i.e. Travelling People in general); 

- 13 published works dealing specifically with Irish Travellers of which: 

- 2 are official reports coDDDissioned by the Irish government; 

- 4 are works of literary fiction (novels/plays); 

- 1 is a collection of photographs accompanied by minimal text 

(some quotations from Travellers); 

- 2 are collections of Irish Traveller folklore; 

- 1 is an Irish Traveller's autobiography; 

- 1 is an anthology of essays written by various members of the 

executive of the Itinerant Settlement CoDDDittee; and 

- 2 (The Irish Tinkers: The Urbanization of an Itinerant People and 

Tinkers and Travellers) are serious anthropological studies. 

As for the remaining works, 25 of these are articles from the popular 

press, 2 are unpublished collections held by the Department of Folklore at 

University College, ·Dublin, and 4 are government reports of a statistical 

nature. 
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(CCllll"iler• of the bibliography) state: 

~ablcDoloJical look at the Traveller literature shows 
~Ullll•"ltll"l-..•te w~CJS fall into three time periods: 1873-1910, 

'tba 1930'•• and 1963 to the present. Most of the early 
:i'~M•~•••••"•• •Traveller• dealt with Shelta, their 'secret language' 

or cant •••• 'the current interest in Tinkers emerged after 
~n.1 ..,. p:abllcation of the Irish Government's Report of the 

Cc iaaion on Itinerancy in 1963 •••• The recent literature has 
~ priaarily on urbanization (G. Gmelch 8, 9, 10, 12, 82), 
ethnic identity (S. Gmelch 15, 66) and settlement (Bewley, 1£>5; 
caff• 851 G. Gmelch 9, 90; s. Gmelch 91; and Sholdice 92)." 

an eno~ quantity of "popular" articles propagating distorted or even 

•tirely Jaaqinary "facts" (with or without the author's laying claim to 

my ciegr .. of expertise) has appeared in print. On the other hand serious 

1•111cb - that is, research into the cultural and social 

•• ldf• :t undertaken by persons scientifically trained 

5 unpublished university theses, 4 essays 

Gmelch) • As is 

. 
llJIMUIG brief ;XeViW of extant literature is thus limited to those 

aaa hne had a qenuine 1apact, be it in direct political results 

'1119t_.1Gea of policy-makers), or by deepening our respect 

llilltt:mltllG d , :1'M ftavell-.rs and their culture. As we shall 

~-!91~lea rarely coincide. 

of all works on the Irish Travellers has been The 

1asion on ltineran , published 1963. The detail in which 
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we shall examine this work is due to the fact that, by 80 doinq, we are 

exposing the fundamental attitudes of the Settled CODlllUnity and thus in turn 

shedding light on the actual conditions in which Travellers in Ireland live 

today. 

"The Commission on Itinerancy was established by the Government in 

June 1960, with the following terms of reference:-

1) to enquire into the problem (sic) arising from the presence in the 

country of itinerants in considerable numbers . I 

2) to examine the economic, educati 1 h ona , ealth and social problems 

(sic) inherent (sic) in their way of life, 

3) to consider what steps might be taken -

(a) to provide opportunities for a better (sic) way of life for 

itinerants, 

(b) to promote their absorption (sic) into the general COlllDWlity, 

(c) pending such. absorption, to reduce to a minimum the disadvantages 

(sic) to themselves and to the community resulting from their 

itinerant habits (sic) and 

4) to make reconnendations." (2) 

These first words of the Report make manifestly clear the intense 

prejudice with which the research was undertaken. These are the fundamental 

assumptions of the Connittee, formulated before the comnencement of any 

research, as expressed in the above ~otation: 

1) The subject of the research is not seen as a people or ethnic qroup, 

but as nomadism R!!_ !.!. ("Commission on Itinerancy" - as opposed to 

"Travelling People" or even "Itinerants"). 

2) Simultaneously, however, nomadic pe~ple are seen as a separate group 

("itinerants"). 

3) This group, and everything distincti·vely associated with it, is treated 

as a "problem". 
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4) The •itinerant" way of life (= Traveller culture} is a priori defined 

as worthless; the Cormnission saw as its task not the objective research 

of the "economic, educational, health and social" aspects of Traveller 

culture, but rather the "problems" "inherent" in their "way of life". 

5} The CoDDDission was formed specifically in order to "consider what steps 

might be taken" and to "make recommendations" with the goal of eliminating 

the Travellers as a separate group; for example -

3A states that it is necessary to "improve" their way of life - ergo, 

that way of life must be bad, or at least inferior; 

3B openly states the goal of assimilation; 

3C states that their "itinerant habits" can be summarily dismissed - and 

should be eradicated - as "disadvantages" to both themselves and to 

the "community". 

The Commission was comprised of 11 persons, of whom only one was 

associated with the so-called "social sciences". <
3

> The rest were 

professionally associated with the health services (3), local authorities (2), 

the law (2), agriculture (!) (2), and education (1). Through the mass media, 

the general public was also requested to come forward with information; 

direct approaches were made to various religious leaders, government 

departments, and 15 charitable/voluntary organizations (of which 6 were 

connected with agriculture!). Insofar as any contact was made with Travellers 

themselves, it was through the mediation of precisely those Settled persons 

having the most hostile relationship with them. In the Report we read, for 

example, that in the Dublin area contact was made with Travellers "with the 

aid of Mr. William Reynolds, an official of the Dublin corporation whose 

regular duty it was to move itinerants from Corporation property ..... A 

considerable number of the families in the Dublin area were interviewed in 

. '' (4) this way. Elsewhere, the Commission made contact with Travellers 

through local police authorities. 
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The Commission was thus an exclusively Settled body, dependent for its 

information on other Settled persons representing precisely those aspects of 

intercultural contact (the law, local authorities, agriculture) which are 

most frequently and intensely hostile. No effort whatsoever was made to 

acquire an objective, or even an internally subjective, understanding of 

Traveller life. The Commission was founded in order to solve a problem, and 

this fundamental assumption permeates the entire Report. 

While the Commission does specifically reject such suggestions as 

"forced settlement" and special identity cards "for police use", <5
> the 

general recommendations of the Report do support the use of coercion: the 

Travelling way of life must, by relentless harrassment of i·ts every aspect, 

be made so unbearable that the Traveller wi'll have no · option but to renounce 

it. The true nature of the Commission's recommendations is revealed when, 

in the final chapter, we read: 

"It must also be realised that there will probably always be some 

itinerants who value their wandering mode of life sufficiently highly to 

follow it notwithstanding the effects of laws aimed at controlling their 

activities . 11 (
6 ) 

A few of the Commission's recommendations: 

- The use of tents as dwelling places should be prohibited to itinerants;(?) 

- Dwelling in caravans should pe permitted, subject to annual inspection by 

local health inspectors, which would certify the caravan as fit for human 

habitation for the next 12 months, (S) 

- Local authorities should have special "right of entry" to property let to 

"itinerant" tenants, in order to "abate all nuisances created or permitted 

by the tenants on the property let and to prevent any other misuse of the 

premise~ internally or externally"; <9 > 

- Legal halting sites \for nomadic Travellers) and permanent, fully equipped 

camping sites (with running water, electricity, sanitary facilities, 
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schools etc.) for sedentary Travellers awaiting conventional local authority 

housing, must be created immediately - and their use be made compulsory. 

Camping anywhere other than an official site must be punished with a fine 

"considerably more than the camping fees for a week on the approved camping 

't " (10) si e or by a gaol sentence; 

The collection of scrap is recognized by the Commission as the main source 

of income for the majority of families and as "of economic value to the 

community generally". (1 l) Legislation should however be introduced so as 

to limit its practice to holders of a valid licence. Such a licence would 

be valid only within a "clearly defined" area, so as to "discourage" 

. (12) 
nomadi.sm; 

- Travellers who collect unemployment benefit should be required to register 

"at more frequent intervals than the regulations require for the settled 

. ( 13) 
population". And, since this must take place in the same office each 

time, it too is aimed at "discouraging" nomadism. 

- At the same time, State benefits paid out to caravan-dwelling Travellers 

should be in the form of vouchers for a given quantity of food, clothing etc., 

"so as to overcome abuse by dissipation on intoxicating liquor." However, 

"those who settle down should, after a probationary period" be allowed cash 

(15) 
payments. 

- Penalties for begging should be incr~ased: fines, imprisonment, or both .. 

Anyone with a previous conviction for begging "shall, if charged with 

loitering and importuning persons" in any public place, or "with entering 

any public property", "be presumed to have loitered or importuned or 

entered the private property for that purpose" - i.e. begging - "unless 

(15) 
the contrary is proved." 

- New legislation concerning trespass, to apply exclusively to Travellers 

(here, "persons of no fixed abode") is recommended. According to the 

proposals, it should become a criminal offence for "anyone of no fixed abode" 
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to light a fire, or for himself, or any animal or vehicle belonging to him, 

to be present on the land of another person, unless he can prove he had the 

owner's permission, "the burden of proving which shall be on the accused". (l6) 

(That is, he is guilty until he proves himself innocent.) Penalties of fines, 

imprisonment, and confiscation of property, are recommended. 

- The education of the "children of itinerants" is seen as "urgently necessary" -

not as their natural right, but "as a means of providing opportunities for a 

better way of life and of promoting their absorption into the settled 

communi -t;:y. " {1 7 ) 

- As for the topics to be covered, it is recommended that, in addition to the 

'3 R's', "the curriculum ... should provide regular manual training e.g. 

woodwork and elementary metalwork for boys, and knitting, needlework, simple 

cookery and domestic training for girls." (lB) 

In fact, none of the recommendations of the Committee was ever put into 

practice, with the exception of this last. Nonetheless the Report remains the 

official statment of government policy towards Travellers. As such, its effects 

are to be felt indirectly, in all the dealings of Settled bodies {be they 

official or voluntary) towards Travellers. The Report is cited as an excellent 

example of "Christian" policy towards "itinerants" (presumably because it 

rejects the option of direct force). 

2. Educational Facilities for the Children of Itinerants, Irish Government 

Publications 1970, 12 pp. 

This booklet is based upon the earlier Report of the Commission on 

Itinerancy. It constantly repeats the "integrationary" goals which must provide 

the basis for all education programmes aimed at "the children of itinerants" -

and not, nota bene, "Travelling children" or even "itinerant children" - clearly, 

the implication is that they will not be what their parents were. 

Before the children "of itinerants" can be "integrated" into "normal" 

classes, they require in the opinion of the Commission, special preparation: 
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" the educational problems of itinerant children are similar in many respects ... 
to those of other educationally retarJed children, but aggravated by social 

disabilities and the consequences of a vagrant {sic) way of life. Accordingly 

it is considered that the content and methods of teaching suitable for backward 

children are also appropriate in the case of itinerant children modified to 
/ 

meet special difficulties .... " When the numbers of {Travelling - S. ni S) · 

children are not such that it is worth creating special classes for them, 

perhaps it will be possible to create classes for educationally backward 

children, which will also serve the needs of itinerant children." 
( 19) 

Thus, Travelling children - like the Travelling community as a whole -

are not seen as possessing different values, attitudes and skills, than those 

of Settled culture, but simply as not possessing "normal" - that is, Settled -

values, attitudes and skills. It is for this reason that it is recommended 

that they be treated as children of subnormal intelligence; notwithstanding, 

attention is drawn to the fact that, quoting the Report, these children are 

not"less intelligent" than their Settled peers. Their difficulties in formal 

schooling are ascribed to "disadvantaged circumstances". 

In contrast to the Report, this document describes not only theory, 

but actual practice concerning the education of Travelling children. 

3. Itinerancy and Poverty - unpublished Master's Thesis by Patricia 

McCarthy, 1971, 135 pp. 

This work supported and developed.the fundamental assumptions of the 

government Commission - and did so for the first time (in the history of 

Irish social studies as a whole) on the basis of scientific fieldwork. The 

author concludes that itinerants live in a "closed circle" of the subculture 

of poverty, from which they are unable to escape without outside help. The 

scientific tone of the work, plus the fact that the author lived with a 

group of Travellers for a 6-week period, gave her words enormous weight. 

This work was important from another point of view: that is, it was the 

first systematic attempt to clarify the origin of the group (it developed 
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the assumptions of the Commission that today's Travellers are the descendants 

of alcoholics, evicted peasants, and general social misfits). 

. Despite its basic hypothesis, this work is valuable from the purely 

ethnographical point of view; the author undertook excellent and intensive 

participant observation and describes in detail the daily life of the group 

with which she lived. Had she not been under the illusion that this group 

(which did in fact exist in conditions of extreme deprivation) were typical 

of the culture as a whole, it would be hard to criticize this work. (See 

Patricia McCarthy's disclaimer of the sub-culture of povery theory in this 

volume (lB) of the resource collection). 

C. BRITISH LITERATURE 

To date, there have been no publications dealing exclusively with Irish 

Travellers living in Great Britain. However, the number of Irish Travellers 

there is very high (about twice as many as in Ireland itself, and comprising 

] 
10-20% of the Travelling population of Britain) and rising due to increased 

emigration. For these reasons, all works dealing with the general Travelling 

population of Great Britain make some reference to Irish Travellers. There 

are three main works dealing with British Travellers in general, namely: 

1. Gypsy Politics and Social Change, by Dr. Thomas Acton, pub. 1974, 310 pp. 

This is a general work on the history of Travellers in Great Britain, 

with special emphasis on the last hundred years and on political aspects of 

the topic; the full title of the book continues: "The Development of an 

Ethnic Ideology and Pressure Politics among British Gypsies from Victorian 

Reformism to Romani Nationalism". The author explains his terminology very 

clearly: "In referring to English Gypsies and Irish Travellers, I am not 

passing any comment to the effect that the latter are not Gypsies, or the 

former not Travellers. I am just using the words as they come most naturally 

to the lips of the people in the situation." 
(20) 

Other British authors 

use the terms in a similar way: usually the word "Traveller" is used in a 
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~. all•WGlllpa88incJ sense, and, when it becomes necessary to 

a.ffeEentiate by national origin, the terms •Gypsy" and "Irish Traveller" 

In tbi• book there are two sections devoted specifically to the Irish 

Travellera. 'J.'he first of these (pp. 65-57) appears in the introductory 

chapter, where the author attempts to clarify all 34 (!) different names 

applied to the Travelling population of Britain. In this, the author points 

out that Travellers of Celtic origin were present in Britain long before the 

arrival of the Roma. Be goes on to summarize MacAlister's <
21

> theory as to 

their origin, based on philological evidence. However, Acton is strongly 

critical of MacAlister for refusing to take into account all vocabulary of 

Romane& origin used by Irish Travellers. "To say that on the evidence of 

their non-Romanes language, the Irish Travellers must be Irish in origin, and 

that because they are Irish in origin any Romanes words they have cannot 

really be 'theirs', is to circularise the argument." (22 > 

Be goes on to say, "Their ancestry, thinks MacAlister (op. cit. pp. 132-133) 

should be thought of as ordinary Irish, not beginning to delimit itself as 

the present ethnic group until the economic upheavals at the end of the 

medieval period. The case, however, is not proven. There is no actual 

evidence on their ancestry, nor is any data on their physical anthropology 

available yet." <23 > 

Of far greater importance from the practical point of view, however, is 

the author's long and brilliantly stated critique of the "racist nonsense" 

lying at the foundation of the co11DDOn belief in the "true Gypsy" or "real 

Romany", who is supposed to be quite separate from all other (32) "categories" 

of Traveller. Be also shows that, when this particular myth was finally 

debunked, the whole of the antagonism previously directed towards "didekais", 

"poshrats", "mumpers" etc. (all supposed subc~tegories of Engli"sh T 11 rave er) 

was redirected towards the Irish "Tinkers", who t.hen b ecame, in Acton's words, 
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"the ultimate whipping-boys". Acton clearly shows how, in Britain today, all 

anti-Traveller action and legislation are "justified" by the claim that they 

are directed against "Irish Tinkers" and not "full-blooded Romanies". Yet 

his own research has shown that usually the Travellers effected by such 

discrimination are native-born British, speaking not Gammon but Romanes. 

The author's arguments are enormously relevant in Ireland itself, where 

assimilationist policies have been justified with the same arguments as in 

Britain: that is, that Irish Travellers are "not Gypsies" and thus do not have 

a right t9 their own way of life, whereas Travellers of Indian origin should 

have such a right. Unfortunately Dr. Acton's book, despite its widespread 

availability in the Republic, has had no discernible effect on the thinking 

of the Irish authorities. 

2. Gypsies and Government Policy in England, by B. Adams, J. Okley, o. Morgan, 

and D. Smith, pub. Heinemann 1975, 321 pp. 

Irish Travellers are frequently referred to throughout the book, and they 

are also the subject of a full chapter (pp. 172-186) entitled "Irish Travellers 

in England". Despite the fact that on page 1 the authors state unequivocally 

that "the terms Gypsy and Traveller are used interchangeably in this report"r 

and that in the index we find the heading "Irish Gypsies", they explain that 

their separate examination of Irish Travellers stems from two facts. Firstly, 

that their presence in England.- on today's massive scale - is a new 

phenomenon, and thus little is known about them; secondly, that "they have 

become the scapegoats for all other Travellers". 

The authors do not deal with the question of the origin of the Irish 

Travellers, but accept their ethnicity as a self-evident fact requiring no 

elaboration. They do, however, make reference to the work of McCarthy, 

treating her hypothesis of "culture of poverty" as an entirely regional 

phenomenon stemming from conditions in Ireland and particularly in the west of 

Ireland (where her research was carried out) , and not as something typical 

of Irish Travellers as a whole. 

- 11-
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'1'be author• identify many of the "push" and "pull
8

factors contributing 

to preaent-day mas• emigration to Great Britain. In the first category they 

1119Dt~on, inter alia, discrimination and lack of economic opportunity, while 

in the second they point out the generally higher standard of living in Britain 

and the possibility, once there, of avoiding anti-Traveller discriminatio~ by 

•passing" as Settled Irish. 

The importance of this work to our present enquiry lies primarily in 

the fact that it systematically defines the criteria of ethnicity, and clearly 

demonstrates that Travellers (English, Scots, Welsh and Irish) fulfil all of 

them - thereby discrediting earlier definitions of the Travelling People as 

"drop-outs". In this, they continue the work of Dr. Acton: it was he who 

identified the error of treating "race" and "culture" as synonymous, whereas 

Adams et al have systematically analyzed specific elements of that culture, 

as well as criteria for group membership. 

3. The Education of Travelling Children, by Christopher Reiss, pub. Macmillan 

Education Ltd., 1975, 199 pp. 

This author, like the preceding, also classifies all Travellers in 

Great Britain as belonging to a single cultural continuum. Within this, he 

does differentiate between "Gypsies, native to England and Wales, who possess 

a vestigial but significant Romany heritage" (comprising about 80% of the 

Travelling population) and "Irish or SGottish travellers or tinkers" among 

whom, "although Romany heritage and ancestry have left traces in their 

histories, the dominant influence derives from an indigenous Celtic nomadic 

tradition." <
24

> The ethnicity of both groups - or rather, of this single, 

internally subdivided group - is accepted by the author as self-evident. 

Mr. Reiss, like the above-mentioned writers, emphasises the culture, history 

and language of the Travellers, and supports their being formally taught in 

the schools. 

As for the origin of the Irish Travellers, the author states that they 
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are an "indigenous Celtic nomad group"; "Irish peasants dispossessed during 

famines and journeying craftsmen and met 1 k a wor ers are generally thought to 

ha~e fused with this ancient group. The added Romani ingredient makes the 

position even more clouded ••. How far back their real origins go is 

conjecture : Sampson's study of Shelta led him to propose a twelf~h-century 

genesis in Ireland." <
25

> In this context, he draws attention to the 

analogous situation on the Continent (particularly in Holland and Sweden) 

where autochtonous nomads have been influenced by, d · an , in turn, absorbed, 

nomads of Indian origin. 

This work, outlining a broad programme of education for Travelling 

children based on respect for their cultural distinctiveness, has not been 

accorded serious consideration in Ireland: indeed, this dismissive attitude 

~ ~ wor s on Traveller education. has been the Irish response to all Br;t;sh k 

D. INTERNATIONAL LITERATURE 

This category is dominated by an American couple, George and Sharon 

Gmelch, both Doctors of Anthropology. It is they who have conducted the so 

far only serious, systematic fieldwork among Irish Travellers (living among 

them for a year and a half in various Dublin camps) on the basis of which they 

have written, both individually and collectively, a whole series of works on 

specific aspects of Traveller life and culture - for example, on begging 

strategies, discrimination, problems associated with settlement etc. They 

place special emphasis on ongoing changes in Traveller life, in the context 

of "urbanization". Their works are, apart from my own, the only general 

anthropological studies dealing with the Irish Travellers. 

Two of the Gmelches' works are relevant to the present thesis: 

1. The Irish Tinkers: The Urbanization of an Itinerant People by Dr. George 

Gmelch, the Kiste and Ogan Social Change Series in Anthropology, pub. Cummings, 

1977 I 178 PP• 

This work is of a general, descripti've t b t 1 na ure, u a so includes analyses 
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of ~t wllich it 4eacr1bes. Its conceptual foundation is Marxist, since the 

aat1lor proc•cSa on the premise that economic factors exert a dominant 

iDfl\1191lce on the rest of the aspects of a culture, and that changes in the 

ec:oDO'lic base lead to wide-ranging changes in all other areas of life. The 

author takes as his task the identification and analysis of these fundamental 

changes and their effects on Traveller life. 

In this work we see for the first time' descriptions of such basic 

anthropological categories as kinship systems, social structure, levelling 

1118Chanisms, time~rientation, social control, norms, values, ideals, customs. 

Dr. Gmelch is an excellent anthropologist, capable of perceiving, and 

coaaunicating to the reader, the subtle nuances of social and cultural 

reality. 

As for the origin of the Irish Travellers, Dr. Gmelch carried out no 

special research on this topic, since this book is concerned with describing 

contemporary phenomena. He devotes only three pages (8-10) to the question 

of origin, rejecting the popular assumption that the group arose as a direct 

result of the Great Famine (in the mid-19th century). He suggests instead 

an earlier origin from assorted "drop-outs" who gradually developed a separate 

ethnic identity: "The basis of their identity was a common adaptation to 

itinerant life and almost exclusive marriage with other itinerants The 

prejudices and discriminatory practice~ of settled society against itinerants 

helped to draw the boundary between the two populations." 
(26) 

2. "The Emergence of an Ethnic Group: The Irish Tinkers" by Dr. Sharon and 

George Gmelch, in: Anthropological Quarterly, vol. 49 nr. 4 October, 1976, 

pp. 225-238 (i.e. 14 pages) 

This work defines the Irish Travellers as an ethnic group on the basis 

of the four criteria listed by Dr. Sharon Gmelch and included in the 

(27) 
introduction to part II of the present work (This article is included 

in volume 1, part A of the resource collection) 
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The author accepts the existence of "itinerant white-smiths" in Ireland 

from the 5th century and earlier; 
(28) . 

; she also states that this occupational 

groµp may have formed the nucleus of the later ethnic group. However, in her 

opinion, the overwhelming majority of the ancestors of today's "Tinkers" were 

Settled people who, for various reasons, were forced into "itinerancy": 

"During various periods in Irish history, sedentary Irish have been foreed to 

adopt a nomadic existence. Many craftsmen became itinerant when the demand 

for their services was not great enough in one area to permit them to remain 

settled. · Peasants and labourers were also forced to become itinerant as the 

result of widespread evictions, unemployment and famine. And occasionally 

individuals, who because of problems such as alcoholism or illegitimacy were 

stigmatized by settled society, sought refuge "on the road". <
29

> 

The above excerpt is an excellent summarization of the "drop-out theory". 

The purpose of the present work is to provide a constructive criticism of 

the above theory, and to propose alternate hypotheses. 
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" ~ ' ' ... ' :a.ii ... 
21. Stewart MacAlister, philologist, whose book The Secret Languages of Ireland 

s. ~·• Trevelling People: A Comprehensive Bibliography, by Ors. G. and s. 
I 

appeared in 1937. It deals in great detail with the question of the origin 

Gmlch. pp. 161-162. of Shelta, but the methodology and assumptions of the author - for example his 

2. '!be aeport of the Comission on Itinerancy, p.l. emphasis on vocabulary alone, without taking into account structures, syntax 

3. 'l'hi• field is virtually identical to that known in Poland as "Social etc. as would be required by contemporary linguistic standards - a.re completely 

d th er of social worker. 
B9h•bilitation", i.e. practical training towar s e care 

.,,.- ,/ 

out of date. (See ni Shuinear's two articles on MacAlister in Volume 6, 

· t t taught in Irish universities On the other hand Sociology sense stric o was no Part C of this resource collection). 

until a full decade after the 1963 publication of the Report. To the present 22. op. cit. p. 66 

day neither Ethnography nor Anthropology are taught in university in the 23. ibid. nota bene, Dr. Acton's work appeared before the publication of Gmelch 

Republic of Ireland. and Crawford's genetic studies. 

4. op. cit., p. 29. 
24. The Education of Travelling: Children, p. 55 

s. In Ireland (unlike most countries of the Continent), there are no official 25. op. cit. p. 59 

identification documents; it would have been necessary to create them 26. The Irish Tinkers: The Urbanization of an Itinerant People, b D G G 1 h _ y r. . me c , 

specifically and exclusively for Travellers. p. 10 

6. op. cit. p. 106 
27. That is: 1. They are biologically self-perpetuating (endogamous); 2. They 

7. op. cit. P· 44 
share common cultural and behavioural models which differentiate them from 

e. op. cit. P· 42 
the Settled Irish; 3. They comprise a separate field of communication and 

9. op. cit. P· 62 
interaction; and 4. They identify themselves, and are identified by others, 

10. op. cit. p. 56 
as a separate group. 

11. op. cit. p. 74 
28. The Emergence of an Ethnic Group, by Ors. S. and G. Gmelch, p. 228 

12. ibid 
29. op . cit . p . 225 

13. op. cit. p. 76 

14. op. cit. P· 77 

15. op. cit. pp. 92-93 

16. op. cit. pp. 97-99 

17. op. cit. P· 67 

18. op. cit. p. 68 

19. Educational Facilities for the Children of Itinerants, pp. 4-5 

20. Gyp~ Politics and Social Chang:e, p. 65 

- 16 -
- 17 -

' ~ l \ C) 
Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
Compiled by Aileen L'Amie, University Of Ulster



r-
~ :,...... 
,,,..... 

\ ~\ ~1 .... ,,...._ 
!~- ~-· ~- ~' 5iiiiil liiiiiiil" 

' The following four extracts are reproduced frcm 
A History of the Gypsies by Walter ~imson (1865). 
Published by Sampson, Low & Son & Marston, F.dinburgh. 

p 6 
·Although a fe\v vears ·bat"e elapsed Riice the principnl 

details o( thi3 -.ror1: were collect~ the Abject cannot bo 
considered ns old. The body in Scotland has become more 
nomerous since the downran or Xapolton j bat the improved 
!)"Stem of intcrnol order that bas Obtaioe<I since that period, 
bas so Tery much suppres.c;ed their acts or depredation and 
Tiolence toW"ard the cornmunitr, and their savage outbursts 
or passion toward those or their own race who llad ofrended 
them, that mucb which would hat"e met. with 0011 a slight 
punishment berore, or in some inatances been ~sed oTer, as 
a mere Gipsy !Cllftle, would now be ti.sited with the utmost 
pcnlllty the law could in8ict. Hence the 1liJd spirit, but not 
the DDmber, of the body has been 'ftt7 moch crushed. 
)fony Of them h&Te betaken thetD!eJTes to regular callinp 
of industry, or otherwise withdrawn from pablic obsen&­
tion ; but, in respect to race. are .., mucli. at lieart, Gipsies 
as before. Many or tile Scottish nnderi!JI cla!s hal9e 
gh-en "fliay l>PJore an inl'&!ion ol swarms ot Gipsies from 
Ireland. 

p 7 

+ Tiuhr la tbe n..De rnfl'aUy appu..t to the 9eoUhh Olptl• The 
wusdering, tnted cl&.M prd.iSr le to the &trm Olpty. Tbe MUied u.d 
bctt.tt clat.s d~ the word: tlM7 W'Ollld m.la ntba be called Olpaln; 
bu& &h• term ~&laa 11 tbe mot& 91'ftta~I• to their feellop. 'nUJn 
ha• a pennal muotng tbat caa be udtntood onl7 bJ a SeotAman. la 
lu ndica1 !lellte It 11M&1U Tin.kn. The ~-• bk, acoordln1. to lamleeoa'I 
Scotdah Dtetloury, m .. ot t.o • rlTft, lacludln1 t.ll1 Idea ol tilt AOlae IUde 
la &la• operatlo• of rlYetlDc; • oi,., word.. . 

liiiiiiil illiiil 

" 
, . 'I 

lliiiiiit 5iiiil 
L--, ~~1 

"--11 1- "--' 

' •f . : . fn the reign ot Queen Efiz3betb it ,...s ~ht England 
eoataincd •boTe 10,000 Gipsies ; and lrr. Hoylan~ ia his 
•istorical survey or &het:e people. !Upposes tha& &h~re .,. 
i8,000 or the race in Britain a' the present day. A. -.. 
her ol Parliameo~ i' ia reported, •taled. in the BOlllO ot 
Com.moos. ihae there w-ere ool lea tbaa SS,000 Gipsies in 
Greal Britain. I am inclined to belieYe that. the e&atemen' 
or tbe lotter will be nearest the truth; .. I am CODTineed 

:· 

I 
f 

j 

~ l . 
r 

. that the greater plrl or all th03e pcr!ODS who traYene En~ 
la8d. with eartheinrare,iD carts and ~OS. are a nj>erior 
dua or Gipsies. Indeed, a Scottish Gipay.inronnea me, 
that almost an thoee people are actuailr Gif1ies. Now JU. 
Ho1Jand take3 none Ot &Lese potters ioto Ins account_ wheQ 
u estimates the Oipay population a& onl7 lS.000 .IOUJ& 
Besides, Gipsies haYe informed me tl!:it Ireland contains a 
grealman1 of the.tn"be; DJaD, or whom are DOW Boding 
their way iolo Sco&Jand. 

I am incliood &o dai.nk that the greater part or the En,._ 
lish Gipsies liTe more •po.rt Crom the other inJJabitantlt _or 
the coaotr1, reside more iu tent,,, and uhibit a great deal 
more or tlieir priJtine manners, tlian &heir brvtfii-eo do in Scotlaod.t 

The English Gip!ies al~ travel in ~cotland, with eartLe~ 
'hl'e in ca~ and ~m. A body o( them, to the DUID­
ber or 8U &eo~. w-ith 11.rt~n horses, encamped, on one occa-
lioo, on &he farm ot Kingledoors, near &lie source or the 
Tw-eed. They remained OD the l!OUDd rrom Sabsrda1 algll' 
till abtJac ten o'clock on lfooda1 morning, before &her 
atnck _th~ teo~. ~ w-_aggou~ _ _ _ _ _ • • 

Uthe DISQC7SITJO.V' OS TOE GIPSIE~. 

Gi~ in EDtl•od were ~timated at aboTe ten •=~ "A~" 
during the early part or a.e mgn or Queen Elizabeth, ••.. 
1118.Dr rmi- tLtt not ~ now, iocJudin2 tho~ or eTen· kind of 
mixiure Or t.IOOcl. chan1cter, and poiition in life? • It there 
is one GiJ~ iu the Briti•b 1,Je.c. there c:inoot be ICI! than a 
quartt'r Of & DJilJioo, and, posri(,Jy, U IDaD\" U fix hundred 
thna..qnd; and, instead or there being alltT' thounod in 
S,_in, :aud COn!tAntly dttrmaireg, (Jia<Jpf~Mlt' i\ the riJh& 
YonL) we mai- safel'" eitimate them at three hu1Mlrcd &b011-
sand. The reader 

0

has aln.eedv been iarormcd or •·hat bo-
cou1es or 1111 the Gipsi~ .li a case in point, I maY uk, 
who wuald ha,·e i1o:1gioed lbat tl1ere ,..as auch a tl1f og iu 
Edinl,ur;rh as a fact.on. &lied, no& 01crely Tith GiJ'lfi8, ba& 
with Iri1!& Gip11ies? Th Ontt or tho establlslu~n& ... 
douhtl~! a Gipsy ; for how did 1e> many Gipsie. come to 

pp 92-3 

I 

p 493 

T • 

.. 

. 

• ·ork in it. tJ:- ho11r did h~ LapPfG to know th:at his nrlunen 

1rcre nil (ii1,·i~~ or tbu ncu ont olrltmhlP11n1w1n1•1·.n1•~.··1••••••••••••• 
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The f ollow.ing extract is r ,eprcxluced from 
A History of the Gypsies by Walter Simson 
(1865) PI> 356-360. 
Publisliea by Sampson, Low & Son & Marston., 
Edinburgh. 

-

It is only nbont twenty-fh·e ·,-ears sinoe tlie Irish Gi1>5ie!, 
in bnnd~, mnde their appearance in Scotfaod. Mnny severe 
conflicts they h:id with our Scottish tribes, before they ob­
tained e. footing in the country. But there is a new swarm ·or 
fri!::h Gipsies at present scattered, in bands. Ol"er Scotian~ 
nll ncqoainted with the Gipsy language. They are a eet or 
the most W'retched creaturc3 on the face or the earth. A 
J1orde o( them~ consisting of SCl'"eral f amilics, cncgmpcd, at 
one time, at Port Edgar, on the banks or the Forth, near 
South Queensferry. They bad three stmiil tents, two horses, 
nod four asses, and trafficked in an inferior Sort or earthen· 
ware. On the out..cqde of one of the tent.? in the open air, 
with nothing bot the canopy or bcaTim at>oTe her, and tho 
peei.cward beneath her, one of the females, like the deer 
1p the forest, broniht (orth a child, without either the infant 
or mother receiTing Uie slightest inj~.· The woman. 
howl'T'er, was attended by a midm!'e frdm Queensfcrry, who 
snid that these Irish Gipsies were so completely covered 
wi th filth and l"ermin, that ehc durst not enter one of their 
t cntE. to assist the female in Jabour. Sel'crnl individunls 
,f"crc n.ttracted to the Epot, by the no~e]ty of such an occur· 
rcnce. in so tmnsnal a place as the open field.3. Immediately : 
after the child was born. it w:is J1anded about to C\"Cn" one ' 
nf the band, that th~ might look nt the "young donkey," 
:is they cal.led it. ID about two day! atl.er the a.cconcbc­
m~nt, the horde proceeded on their journey, ns if' nothing 
had happened.* 

V\) 

r 
l 

\ ~, 

" •_1 ~ ~ lmtaee ol a OIPIJ ~ • c:WW la •.era llldl.. . ' . n ....,. p1aee ... , o.. ,,.._ oa StaD .. lt•aP. .. a..,,. o1 a. 
I Tweed. Ja the ron.c... ehe WU delJnn.J ol 'lm e1d14. ~ tM 

wl ......... fl a mid.rife. ..a la the aa.n.oo. the Mrc!y ~I -S Mr 
JtlUrMJ. The bataaL ,, .. • claach&e. aamed Kary BUiiie. 

(Whea a 01....,. ..,.... b c-Aned. tt II ·either ha a mt.erable •at • 1a 
the opm air, bat. alwan euD1 ud lortautelr. bat Gipsy.Uh. for W'all& 
d IOllle natl. • bole 11 dog la tbe gTOUDd. •hich u fi.Dod with eold watUa 
and ·the new.born chUd '9 wuhed lD lt.-Grdlnt•IUlo Oii IA1 llt1tt1crier& 
nq.;n.. We ruy ~•d'Uybellen &lat• daild coming •hlto ·the world andtr 
the cln:omslanC'et menUooed. would have IOIDt of lh. peeullaritles ol • wild 
doek. llr. Hoyland 1•p &bd ""OD the firsi lDtrochc:do. al a GIJ111 chlld 
ID IChool, he ftew like a bird aplnl& the .sdt.a of It. ,~: bat by• ttady 
~ '.ud the ldumee ol the eum~le of the other chlldren. he IOOD ~ 
.c.me ~ed. and Cell into the nnb; n pleaee. the Oipmes to bow tba& 
their ancetton came Into the world "like the deer in the for-eat: and, wbea 
)'Qt. to echool. "' 6ew Ilke a bird aga1n11t the &ides of it.a ~.·-Ee.] 

• Tbla lnT"ulon ,of Seotlaod by Jruh Olptlet baa. ol l&te ran. gttatly 
fl)f.c>ftd tbe condlUon of the .nomadic Sootd1h tribee; (or th1a reaaon, that. 

I u Scotland. bO le11 thu tDJ other COUDtry, can support.. oaly a Cll!l1aba 
number of 1ucb people who .. lln CID the roMf,• eo many ot the Scotthh 
Gipsies hue been forced to betake tbemseh·ea to other modet ol making a 
Unog. To nch llll utent. bu t.bia 'been the ·cue. tliat Gipsies. Ppe&ling 
tbe Scotfuh dialect, an la 90me dilfrlc:ta oompuaU'~1 rareJ.r to be met. 
..nth, •hfn they Ytte (ormttly aumerou1. The ume can.!e ma.r et"en l\Wl 
to the utJnctloa al the ScoUiab Glfsles u wanderers: but u the descen­
danta ol the Irleh Olp1le1 ...W aeqnlre the ,Scotthb nmM:lllarin the aeeoud 
generaUoa, (a WDArhbJy 1hort. period amoog the GlpelN,) what Tiil then 
p... for Scottt.b Glpslea ...Ul be IrlSh by deauuL 'l'be l'rtsh ,Gipalee are 
.Uowed. by t.b~ir F..nglllh brethren, to tpcak good Olpey, but With a bro&C! 
and nlgu aooe.oC.: 110 tlm the .Wigu~ in &:i>tl&Dd Will uq • Mill betUr 
chance oC being prMerred. 

England has ll.kewl9e beea fonded by these Iriah swarma. Ue Engliah 
Glpsiec complain bttteTly ol them. " They ban DO law among them,• 
tb07 uy; •• the7 han Calrl7 cleJtroyed ~ u a ~try to tr.Tel la: 
ll U>ey gd • Jo.o of uytblng from the country-people. to W'11IJJ themllelna 
ta, ID \lie ham. at D\gb~ they will decamp Yttb It. la the morning. '11wy 
!urn ~ht.• di~ upoa Uia nry name olGipsy. in Scotlud, alld an 
heartily dfalihd by both Englltb and 8cotch. • •There 11 a family aflriah 
Glptla Jiri.og acro11 tbe road there, whom I wouli id be aea speakinc 

I to.• ..w. nperior Eogilah Gipsy;" I hate • Jr.. - I .&ab .. rrw. 
Gipsy.• Dot. English ~d Scottllh Gipsies pull ,,en ~Oau; and are OD 
Tay_ friendly t«ma la AJDeriea. and freqoenfJy Tim each either. TM 
Euglhb 1pnpatbln with '1ie 8cottlth, anc!er the 1'JUtP tbq llllTe a. 
perienced at the hancla or the Irl.lh. .... en u Clll aeeoant Ol ii. pieneeutJom 
tbf)' apmenced in Sootlaud. IO long after 1111ch had eeuecl a Liid&Dd. 

Twen9'-fin yean ago, there were many Gipme to be bwfbeh-­
Londondeny and Bel.rut, rono~ the atyle of ftf'e damDod oder the 
cl1apter of Tweed.dale and Clydeedale Gipc\ec. Thrirnamea wett DocbMy. 
McCurdy, McClotkey, JdcGulre, McKa;r, Holmes, Diumore. ManeY, ..&Jlan. 
Stewart, Lindsay, Cochrane. and Wllhamaon. Some ol U-ams to hsn 
migT•ted from Scotland a.od the North of England-FA 

• In EnJtland.10me oC the Irlah Glpsiea aencl Cher &!alldnlt to 1eua 
trades. Tliere are mauy of web JrlAb mechanic Gipeia ta Amt.riaL A 
abort t1me ago, a compAny ol them landed ha New Yon:, ani proceed.cl Oii w 
Chicago.. Their occap&tiona, among othere, were \bO!!i8 or hat.ten -
tanora.-Ea.. 

t They are aelther OTetgrown glan\8 nor dimtnufhe ihrri; and their 
limba are formed ln the Jnat4et proJ>O'°"onL ~ bemes .:re .. 1llH' ,,,,, •• 

among \hmi u humpbacb, bllnilnea_ o~ dber carpore.a1 defeeta.-<h.U. 
IMnll-. 0... Hungaria• OV>rin--En. 

' --- --
..., 

~ 

IGS A 1l1Bf'0117' 07 JJm Gll'llD& 

Bal thare ue Irish QjIJliea ~ • ._ ...e1a -~to 
the aboTC, in Scothmcl. Ia llSll, a Wf6f 1~table -1 
wealthy master-tradesman iDformecl • GM whole ol 
the indhidwils employed in hia aaar.etor,, in Edinbmgh. 
were Irish Gipsies. 

The Gipsiea do not appear to hte been altopCher tree haa 
the crime or destroying their of&pring, .... by inlmitiel. 
'they eould not be carried along with daea la tMir ....i. 
ings, and thereb1 became an ,wbruae ID GM!m. I& m, 
indeed, been often noticed that few, or -. clelcxmei or 
,;ickly individoal.9 are to be foancl amon£.~ t 11wt fol. 
lowing appears to be an in!tance or IOIDe • lib the ~ 
tice in question. A f'amilr or GipDel Yere 1B the habit or 
calling pcriodicnUy, in their perepinatiomOYer the coatry, 
at the ho~e or a lady in Argyleshire. They freqllCDtl1 
brought with them a daughter, YhO YU ailiD« of IOIDe lin­
gering disorder. The lady notiot'd &he sic&ly ebild, and 
often spoke kindly to her parents about he.r condition.. On 
one ,occasion, when the family arrived on her premises. abe 
mb~ed the 1cbild, o.nd 'enquired what 'bad become or her, and 
whet.her she had reool"ered. The Cather ma his daughter 
vas " a poor sickly thing, not wor,th ~ about ..-ith 
thcm1" and that he had .. made away with bei.• Whether 
nny notice was taken of this murder, 'b1 &be authorities_ is 

t not montioned. The Gipsies, boTC\"er, are generally noted 

I 
for a :remarkable attachment to their children. 

. Scl"enJ. authors baTe bro~ht a general charge or 
, cowardice against the Gipsies. 10 some or the countries or 
1 Europe; but I never saw or heard or any _grounds for 

bringing Euch a charge against the Scottish Gipsies. On 
the contrary, I alway~ con..~dettd our Tinkle'.'"8 the Tcry 
J'C\"erse or cowards. Heron, in his journ~ through ~rt or 
~tland, before tbe_year l '193, when !pe&king ,or the Gipsies 
in gencrnl, says : " They make excellent soldiers, whenever 
the habit or military discipline can be '!Ufticicut11 impressed 
t.-pon them." SeT'eral or oor Scottish Gipsies MTC 'm-cn 
enjoyed commissions, ns has a.1read1 been noticed.t But the 
military is not & life to ·their taste, as '1re haTe already seeD • 
for, ratlicr th:m enter it, they will !llbmit to nen ·~ 
mutilation. There is eTen danger in employic~ them in our 
regiments at the seat or war ; as I am oonnnced that, if 
there a.re :my Gipsies in the ranks of the enemy, an im­
proper intercourse will exist between them in both armies. 
During the last rebellion in Ireland, the Gip!J &Oldiers in 
our regiments kept up nn intimate and f'rieodly oorreepoxr 

. dence Tith their brethren amonsr the Irish ttbe~ 
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3 Biggleswade, Bedfordshire 

Parish Registers: 

1780 7 April: 
• I 

James son of Charles and Silence Macklean, gipsy - Baptised. 

The above information was made available to the resource collection by David 

Smith, Leicester Polytechnic. 

J 
J 
J 
J 
] 

J 
] 

] 

] 

] 

. 
~ 

EXTRACT FROM "AT A WICKLOW FAIR" by J M SYNGE 

first published in the Manchester Guardian, 9 May 1907 

When I reached the green ab~ve the village I found the curious throng 

one always meets in these fairs, made up of wild mountain squatters, 

gentlemen farmers, jobbers and herds. At one corner of the green there 

was the usual camp of tinkers, where a svarm of children had been left to 

play among the carts while the men and women wandered through the fair 

selling cans or donkeys. Many odd types of tramps and beggars had come 

together also, and were loitering about in the hope of getting some 

chance job, or of finding sane one who would stand them a drink. Once 

or twice a stir was made by same unruly ram or bull, but in these smaller 

fairs there seldom is much real excitement till the evening, when the 

bad whisky that is too freely drunk begins to be felt. 

When I had spoken to one or two men that I wished to see, I sat down 

near a bridge at the end of the green, between a tinker who was mending 

a can and a herd who was minding sane sheep that had not been sold. The 

herd spoke to me with sane pride of his skill in dipping sheep to keep 

them from the fly, and other matters connected with his work. 'Let you 

not be talking,' said the tinker, when he paused for a moment. 'You ''ve 

been after sheep since you were that height' (holding his hand a little 

over the ground) 'and yet you're nowhere in the world beside the herds 

that do be reared beyond the mountains. Those men are a wonder, for I'm 

told they can tell a lamb from their own ewes before it is marked, and 

that when they have five hundred sheep on the hills - five hundred is a 

big number - they don't need to count then or reckon them at all, but 

they just walk here and there where they are, and if one is gone away 

they'll miss it from the rest.' 
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THE VAGRANTS OP WICKLOW1 

SOME features of County Wicklow, such as the position of the 
principal workhouses and holiday places on either sije of the coach 
road from Arklow to Bray, have made this district a taVbUritc with 
the vagrants of Ireland. A few of these people have been on the 
road for generations; but fairly often they seem to have merely 
drifted out from the ordinary people of the villages, and do not 
differ greatly from the class they come &om. Their abundance has 
often been regretted; yet in one sense it is an interesting sign, for 

. wherever the labourer of a country has preserved b,is·vitaliry, and 
~ea an occasional cem~ment of distinction, a certain number 
of'Vlgrants arc to be looked for. In the middle dasses the gifted 
son of a family is always the poorcst-tuually a writer or artist 
with no sense for speculation-and in a family of peasants. where 
the average comfort is just over penury, the gifted son sinks alao, 
and is soon a tramp on the roadside. 

In this life, however, there are many privileges. The tramp in 
hdand is little troubled by the laws, and lives in out~f-door 
conditions that keep him :~ood humour and fine bodily health. 
This is so apparent, in Wi ow at least, that these men nrcly seek 
for charity on any plea of ill-health. but ask simply, when they beg: 
'Would you ~p a ~r fellow along the road?' or, 'Would you 
give me the. price of a night's lodging, for rm after walking a 
great way since the S1D1 rose?' · · 

The healthiness of this life, again, often causes these people to live 
to a great age, though it is not always cay to test the stories that are 
told of their longevity. One man. however, who died not long ago, 
claimed to have reached one hundred and two with a show of 
likcijhood; for several old people remember his fine appearance 
in a certain district as a man of middle a_ge, about thecL:df the 
famine, in 1847or1848:This man could hardly be with 
ordinary tramps, for he was married several times in different parts 
of the world. and reared children of whom he seemed to have 
forgotten, in his old age, even the names and sex. Jn his early life 
he spent cbirty ycan at sea, where he sailed with someone he spoke 

1 Pro'-blywdaeaiD 1901 .. ; 6nt publilbediD AunPM 1piD n. A••i:ir (DabliD). 
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· of afterwards as •n mio capitanc, • visitiiig India and Japan. and 

S
. . odd words and intonations mat gave colour to his 

c. Wbm he was too old to wander in the world, he 
learn all the paths of Wicklow, and till the end of bis life he 
could go the thiity miles &om Dublin to the Seven Churcbcs with­
out, as he said, 'putting out his foot on a white road, or seeing any 
Christian but die hares and moon.' Wbm he was over ninety he 
married an old woman of eighty-five. Before many days, however, 
they quarrdlcd so 6crccly that he beat her with bis stick, and came 
out again on the roads. In a few houn he was arrested at her com­
plaint. and sentenced to a month uilCilmainham. He c:arccl nocbina 
for~ plank-bed and uncomfortable diet; buc he always gatberea 
himself together, and cursed with extraordinary ,.e, u he cold 
how~ cut off the white hair which bad grown dOwn upon bis 
aboulden. All his pride and bis half-comdoua fee1ina Cor the ~­
nity of bis age seemed to have set themselvea on ~ long hair, 
which marked him out from the_ other.: people of this distriet; and 
I have often heard him saying to himself, u he sat beside me under 
a ditch: 'What use is an old man without his hair? A man lw only 
his bloom like the trees; and what use is an old man without his 
white hair?' 
Amo~ the countty people of the East of Ireland the tramps 

and tinkcn who wander round &om the West have a curious 
~n fur witchery and unnatural powers. 

's great witchery in that coun~,' a man said'to me once, 
on the side of a mountain to the east of Aagbavanna, in Wicklow. 
'There's pat witchery in that coun~, and~ knowledge of 
the &irieS. rve had men lodging with me out of the West-mm 
who would be walking the world lookina for a bit of money­
and every one of them would be talking ot the wonders below in 
Connem•n. I remember one time, a While after I was married. " 
there was a tinker down there in the glen, and two women alona 
with him. I brought him into my co~ to do a bit of a job, ma 
my fiat child was tbae lying in the bed. and be covered up to his 
chin with the bed-clotbei. Wbm chc callesc of the women came in. 
she looked around at him. and mm me says-

• "That's a fine boy, God bias .him," . 
· • "How do~ bOw it's a~." llJI my woman, "when it'a 
only the head oChim you tee?" 

• .. I bow rightly," •JI ~ tinker, "and it'• the 6nt llOO." 

.. 

... 
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-- --- with one &om another mm, with as much iaJlc as if you'd be selling a cow. It '1 two houn 
I was there watching them &om the bog underneath, where I was 
cutting turf, and the like of the c;rying and the ~. and the 
singing and the shouting began when they wmt ·Off this way and 
that w:ay, you never .heard in your life. Sometimes when a party 
would be gone a bit down over the hill. a girl would begin ~ 
out and wanting to go back to her ma. Then the DWI would say: 
"Black hell to your soul, you'vecomewithmenow,and you'll go 
the whole way." I often seen tinkcn before and since, but I never 
seen such a power of them as were in it that day.' 

It need hardly be said that in all tramp life plaintive and tragic 
dements are common, even on the surface. Some arc peculiar to 
Wicklow. In these hills the summer passes in a few wcdcs from a 
late spring; full of odour and colour, to an autumn that is prema­
ture and filled with the desolate splendour of decay; and it often 
happens that, in moments when one is most aware of this ceaseless 
fading of beauty, some incident of tramp life gives a local human 
intensity to the shadow of one's own mood. 

One evening, on the high ground near the Avonbeg, I met a 
young tramp jwt as an extraordinary sunset had begun to fade, 
and a low whlte mist 'WIS rising &om the bogs. He had a sort of 
table in his hands that he seemed to have made himself out of 
twuted rushes·and a fe\\p branches of osier. His clothes were more 
than usually ragged, and I could see by his face that he was 
suffering from some terrible disease. When he was quite close, he 
held out the table. 

'Would you give me a few pence for that thing?' he said. •rm 

A WJCELOW VAG•ANT 

-1 "' • . 1.-.- ::-. -.--.. ..... ,....__.,-._........,.-o." .. •. - ·-·--w ~ ~· ---........ .. ,~ ...... --....- .. _.-·-. ,.._:~•••- -·- ·------·-·'."' · ~ !"'" - - - ..,, -.-. 

2o6 IN WICKLOW, WEST KERRY AND CONNEMARA 

after working at it all day by the river, and for the love of God 
give me something now, the way I can get a drink and lodging 
for the night.' 

I felt in my pockets, and could find nothing but a shilling piece. 
'I wouldn't wish to give you so much,' I ~d. holding it out to 

him, ·but it is all I have, and I don't like to give you nothing at all, 
and the darkness coming on. Keep the table; it's no use to me, and 
you'll maybe sell it for something in the morning.' 

The shilling was more than he expected, and his eyes Barned 
with joy. 

'11ay the Almighty God preserve you and watch over you and 
reward you for this night,' he said, 'but you1l take the table; I 
wouldn't keep it at all, and you after stretching out your hand 
with a shilling to me, and the <hrkness coming on.' 

He forced it into my hands so eagerly that I could not refuse it, 
~and set off down the road with tottering steps. When heh.id gone a 
few yards, I called after him: 'There's your table; take it and God 
speed you.' · 

Then I put down his table on the ground, and set off as quickly 
as I was able. In a moment he came up with me again, holding 
the table in his hands, and slipped round in front of me so that I 
could not get away. 

'You wouldn't refuse it,' he said, 'and I after working at it all 
day below by the river.' 

He was shaking with excitement and the exertion of overtaking 
me; so I took his table and let him go on his w·ay. A quaner ·of a 
mile further on I threw it over the ditch in a desolate place, where 
no one was likely to find it. · 

In addition to the more genuine vagrants a number of wander­
ing men and women arc to be met with in the nonhcm parts .of 
the comity, who walk out for fems and Bowers in bands of from 
four or live to a dozen. They bsually set out in the evening, and 
sleep in some ditch or shed, coming home the next night with 
what they ~ve ga~crcd. If their sales arc ~cccssfUL both men and 
women drink heavily; so that they arc always on the edge of star­
vation, and arc miserably dressed, the women sometimes wearing 
nothing but an old petticoat and shawl---ca scantiness of clothing 
that iJ sometimes met with also among the road-women of Kerry. 

These people are nearly always at war Vtith the police, and arc 
often hanhly treated.. Once after a holiday, as I was walking home 

• 
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through a village on the border of Wicklow, I came upon several 
policemen, with a crowd round them, tJsying to force a drunken 
flower-woman out of the village. She did not wish to go, and 
threw herself down, raging and kicking, on the ground. They let 
her lie there for a few minutes, and then she propped herself up 
against the wall, scolding and storming at every one, till she be­
came so outrageous the police renewed their attack. One of them 
walked up to her and hit her a sharp blow on the jaw with the 
back of his hand. Then two more of them seized . her by the 
shoulders and forced her along the road for a few yards, rill her 
clothes began to tear offv.'ith the violence of the struggle, and they 
let her go once more. 

She spr:mg up at once when they did so. 

'Let this be thc_barrack's yard if y?u wll!1 it,' she cried, !earin.g. 
off the rags that still dung about her, Let this be the barrack s yard, 
and come on now. the Jot of you.' • 

Then she rushed at them with extraordinary fury; but the police, 
to avoid scandal, withdrew into the town, and left her to be 
quieted by her friends. 

Sometimes, it is fair to add, the police are generous and good­
humoured. One evening, many years ago, when Whit Monday in 
Ell!l-iskerry was a very different thing from what it is now, I was 
looking out of a window in that village, watching the police, who 
had been brought in for the occasion, getting ready to start for 
Bray. As they were standing about, a young ballad-singer came 
along from the Dargie. and one of the policemen, who seemed 
to know him, asked him why a fine, stout lad the like of him 
wasn't earning his bread, instead ofstraying on the roads. 
: Immediatdy the young Jllan drew up on the spot where be ·was, 

and began shouting a loud ballad at the top of his voice. The police 
tried to stop him; but he went on, getting faster and faster, till he 
ended, swinging his head from side to .side, in a furious patter, of 
which I seem to remember-.. 

Botheration 
Take the nation, 
Calculation, · 
In the stable. 
Cain and Abel, 
T owcr ,of Babel. 
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J M Synge and the Tinkers 

The following five short extracts are taken fran the prose writings of 
J M Synge first published in 1910 by Maunsel & Co Ltd, Dublin under the 
title In Wicklow, In West Kerry, In the Conjested Districts and Under 
Ether. The following year Maunsel & Co Ltd published a Library edition 
in which the last section was omitted and In the Conjested Districts 
was retitled In Connemara. All the extracts are from 'In Wicklow~ 

1 (place: the Arklow races) 

"At either side a varied crowd collects and straggles round among 
the faded roulette tables, little groups of young men dancing horn­
pipes to the music of a flute, and the numerous stalls which supply 
f .ruit, biscuits and cheap drinks. These stalls consist merely of 
a long cart covered by a crescent awning which rises from one end 
only, and gives them at a little distance a curious resenblance to 
the cars with sails which the Chinese employ. They are attended to 
by the sani-gipsy or tinker class, among (whan) women with curiously 
Mongolian features are not rare. All these are extraordinarily 
prolific, and at a few paces from each stall there is usually a 
pile of hay and sacking and harness that is literally crawling with 
half-naked children." 

2 (place: on the road from Ballyduff) 

3 

4 

s 

"At the next turn in the road near Laragh I came on a tinkers' camp 
in a fragment of wood that grows at the apex of the meeting between 
the Annamoe River and the waters from Glendalough and Lough Nahanagan. 
Dusk was caning on rapidly yet no one seemed to be at the camp but 
two young children that I could see through a gate sitting up with 
the light of the fire full on their faces. They were singing a few 
bars of sane droning song over and over again, that I could just 
hear above the noise of the two rivers and the waving of the black 
fir trees that stood above than. 11 

{place: a glen in the south of Co Wicklow) 

Reference to ". • • a cross roads much frequented by tinkers 

"In Wicklow, as in the rest of Ireland, the union, though it is a 
home of refuge for tramps and tinkers, is looked on with supreme 
horror by the peasants. 11 

{place: not indicated but somewhere in Co Wicklow) 

". • • there were a number of tinkers yoking up for a journey. One 
of them took a nose bag from a pony he had been feeding and threw it 
to a man with a red mare across the road. "There," he said "put her 
nose into that." "I will surely," said the man, "what would I want 
putting her - into it, I ask you in the name of God?" 

" 
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__.*illl~ ...... m hia County Wicklow experiences 

.._ ........ »9lillhe4 llaunsel a Co Ltd, Dublin, 1910 

Yo 'lb• 'linker•• Wedding oc~ in Synge's 

IDI the fint 4raft was canpleted by the end of that 

a productioo 

.,. .. ., danlrw cart behind Michael and Nora Casey 
11'11:1N*Ull an it dry twigs fran a withered furze-tree. 

~i• of 'lbe Tinker's Wedding readers are 
•f J II e general editoi; Professor Robin 

~ • ., ... Jtzofe8•or Ann Saddlemyer provides definitive texts 
..a two other plays. Publisher The Oxford University 

/ . 
I! ... llllber the play proved a big disappointment to present day 
-*_.• After ••ing the play a group of Travellers cormnented that 

•lb'-• to the Trawllers' way of life. 

: 

1" 

EXTRACT FR<»I SYNGE'S NarBBOOK 33 

'I had to leave Bny lace la ct. twilight to de lllJ'Waf •"""mo& 
Near Farruoe I ra-d four cans fuU of tiabn moftua IDwMcls KiJ. 
macanogue: 11Jey had 1n111y hones with dmn it was_._, c1a11 
after the Wicklow hone &ir-dcd in nriom ways to Illar ans wlaic:la 
were filW with women and children. A few at the wa wae on their 
feet and seemed more than mually drunk. A little fmdu • I came to 
anothtt cart coming towards me in an opposite dira:Qa One Younc 
man of this party was a little behind and I had 1o get dowa and tel 
him where I (had) seen the other cavalc::ade, how ...-, cans dam: 
w~ and what way they were taking. 

·~~he was satisfied with my directions he w.uared.w lb.., .O... 
of his_ tm ~ and chm to give him a 'chew' oC tobacco. By dac time I 
ldi him his companions were lo.t in the dnlom aach die trca aad 
he iCt off at a shaky run to ovcrtoakc: dlC'alL I h.ul to ann r_ 
the blic h · ":L --r rm a IDDIW at 

~u ?use m a.iu11acanoguc, whidi had d.c usual .....Cul nocc 
that_ u peculiar to these placa in wc:t weather. 11.cR WCR mme mm 
ulkmg slowly and heavily over their porter at the half:..dusl end o( 
th~ sh~~· a won~an or two buying a few thi11gs at the nwaS: and dac 
rain hWJng ouuadc where a drw1kc11 uamp \\'35 suggeriag about the 
doorway. 

'lbe above deacripti:<Xl clinctJ.y followe; t::hme of the old 
wanan and tile two tinker chiJ,Clren (see ezaac:t 2 on 
previous page lB ) 

Professor Ann Saddlemyer puqs the abo118 plaNaCJe. :as 
probably written in 19Q7. (Ref ColJ.ected WOrks of 
J M Synge, Volume 4, p ~89, ed Ann Sa&'Je' n•r CUP 
Laidon 1968) • .. ' ' 
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He hurried to the tilt-cart, scrambled inside, scrambled 

out again, and lifted a heavy leather bag to the ground. 
It was an ancient bag of a kind never seen nowadays, 
with stiff square ends, and a heavy curved bar across the 
top. It dragged down his shoulder as he brought it 
across between brazier and van where there was no 
draught. There he laid it down, fumbled at the catch, 
and thrust it open in a wide gape that showed the com­
plete jumbled kit of the tiruman: the small anvil in ita 
wooden block, the blunt-nosed vice on its stilt, the 
soldering irons, scissors, tweezen, pincen, long-nosed 
hammers, old-fashioned rocb of solder, and half-empty 
bottles of spirits of salt. 

Jamesy shook his head reminiscently at his tinker•s 
budget. "God be with the ould days when my father 
used you in every townland in Munster and in Connaught 
as well. That ould tilt there was the first car he ever 
owned, and it will carry me to the grave; and this 
budget belonged to my grand-grandfather-and the use 
of it will go with me; but many a lively couple jumped 
it, with no priest to bless or curse before or after-and 
this night it will be jumped too, priest or no priest.0 

He fumbled in the bottom of the budget and brought 
out two dusty wax candles ; next he propped the vice 
upright in the bag ~nd fixed the candles close together in 
its jaws, took off his bowler hat, scraped a match alight on 
tightened pants, made the sign of the cross carefully with 
the Bame and lighted the candles to a muttered Gaelic 
phrase-" agus go gouirid Dia an rath-and God send luck!' 

"Julie Brien Shamw Og Coffey-come here I". Hu 
voice had grown strangely deep and stem. 

Julie looked at her mother, and her mother nodded. 
"Let not a law be made or broken,'' said the wise woman. 

· The two young people came to the old man's hands, 
and he placed them back to back by the side of the 
burning candles. "You will do what I tell you now\" 
he ordered. "Are ye ready?" He was as solemn as a 
vestmented celebrant, and his blue-:jowled face, in the 
light of the brazier, had taken on an old dignity. The 
ritual was more ancient than his name, as ancient as 
fire worship, and was in a Gaelic of many obsolete wor~~· 
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"Brostuig agus g/uisigid go mear-haste ye and walk 
swiftly from the lightness of your youth." They obeyed 
and came face to face at the other side of the budget. 

"lumpuig agu.r siubal ar ais-turn and haste back again 
and welcome the clan not yet born ... 

"Fill ar ais aris-return again, and that is for the last 
meeting of all in Tir-nan-og-the land of youth. 0 

The two were face to face now, and, with a motion of 
the hand, he directed them to tum to the lighted candles, 
shoulder to shoulder. 

"Ltim, a Shiobain ni Briain I-Jump, Julie Brien I to 
happiness or to sorrow, and let the flame tell you.0 

Julie gathered her skirts close about her slim legs, 
looked anxiously at the Baring candles! relaxed .her knees, 
and bounded, like a fawn, safely over. The light fiickerea 
below her toes and flared again. Shamus Og drew a 
deep sigh of relief. 

"Leim Sheamu.r Oig Ui Cobhthaig /-Jump, Shamus Og 
Coffey." 

"Suas 1 /-Shamus Og I" cried that bold man, and 
jumped four feet into the air and over. The candle 
flame did not even flicker. He landed neatly at Julie's 
side, threw his arms round her, and kissed her full on 
the mouth before them all. 

"Jacus I Paddy Joe Long J,. cried Jamesy disgustedly, 
"wou-wouldn't they give you a pain in your belly? 0 

He bent down and put the candles out between thumb 
and finger. "So life goes without blow of breath to warn 
it." He finished the ritual. "Ta .sib posta, anois-now ye 
are bound!' 

The above extract from The Road to Nowhere by Maurice Walsh 
1953 reprint, pp 281-3 is reproduced by permission of the 
publishers W & R Chambers, London & Edinburgh. 
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TINKERS, SORNERS, AND OTH/lR Ydt:A60N.OS. 
' THERE leemA to be deq:tdown in human naluftta:fMciaatlnn 

about a "·andering li(e \\•hich mu throws ltl lt'luraoar OYel' 

even the RU~·Ci\•i;ization \vhich. distinguishes the twentieth 
century. How eise account for the 1pumodic efrorta ·made 
every now and then by luxuriously broucht up individuals to 
go a-\v&nderin:. Bicycle and motor toun, walklna expcditiona, 
sketching trips, have about them the prm ol this need for 
mcn·einent, change or icene, and the experiencinc or ti.o.e 
feelings engendered by ~-ariety or abode and a cJoler clealina 
"ith nature. · 

In olden days a taste for vagrancy -. neither uftdentood 
nor encouraged by the authorities. or by thole w1ao worshipped 
robust proAperity, a regular and COftftfttional life and the 
gathering together or substance which could be left to tbeir 
immediate descendants. In f'act aD wanc1eriftC and "*iraftt 
persons were more or lea held in contempt. 

The fifteentli century marb the date or the entrance or the 
gipsies into Western Europe. Han writes that the llPdea 
were a tribe o( A~bl who &ded u rutdea to tbe . Cnaflden 
against Jerusalem. The Ettrick Shephtrd reten to the' Mdi>n 
that they :came or Jewish •tock. . thouch philologia~ ~w;r. ,~ 
•• not more "than fifty Words or Hebrew ate to be fbu64 ·t1f'Glir 
ianguage, and in no part Of the YtOrld are their CUIUllliw i1nce." \ 

The application or the term .. ," .. to an1 ·~:.i .• 
\vithin the British hit. WU not made . ~ · · thtir.~ 
cen~ry, and, ....... ID.A)', tJie ..... ..... la~ , . . . ; 
from that ~·i~ Eftalancl ~. ~ ~. ·-·~ ~ 
appeared Id ltelaad. ·: Tlaere ate· ......... ·: · · ·t !fl:· · 
men and --_. ,"WllO ~~.~~ ~, . 
lwdware AW nladJe •W 1n·'. -. ; · . . . . 

i .. . '" ~Pl~• tlnklel' can~~ ~.'llldt w•~·t~·; '~.ff.l:Dt·, 
Mnraat ......_tBiiaf . ~ .. 1<· •• •• 

J£cRtW:•~~ .. i.i,;.*··· l· . . . ,... ,.,,,:···.&~~. ~-" .· · .. 
NorthUaa~~~~ ·•-M1:.~ .. L .• 

~"·. . 
! .. -
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Huah ye. huh ,e, dinna INt 19t 
The Black Tinkler winna pt ,._ 

Sometimelll the tinkers In Scotland could bout or inftuenti11.l 
connection!!&, for we ·learn that In the sixteenth century Sir 
\Villiam Sinclair, made I .. ord Justice General by Mary and 
Francis, head or the tinkers in his part or the country, one day 
cut down a tinker who wa.~ being hung at a spot on the road 
between Edinburgh and Roslyn. The band of tiilkers, to show 
their gratitude, appeared at Sir William's home every May and 
June and acted plays free of charge in the ·s~ks {marshes) 
or Roslyn, being quartered in the two towers named Robin 
Hood and Little John. Fletcher, of Saltoun, affirms, writing in 
1698, that in Scotland ., the numbers who Jived as vagabonds 
even in ordinary time.-; amounted to at least a hundred thousand, • 
of whom no magi~trate could discern that ever they were baptized,. 
or which way one in a hundred of them died : they were not only 
an unspcaknble oppression to poor tenants, who if they give not 
bread or some kind of provision to perhaps forty such villains in 
one day, are sure to be in~ulted by them, but they rob many 
poor people who live in houses distant from any neighlfourh'ood. '" 
In the seventeenth century there was a Captain William Baillie 
well known as a tinker, sorner, and robber, but who dressed in 
~c;\rlct, with greyhounds foJJowing him, and was considered the 
best swordsman in Scotland ; hi~ acquaintance was much sought 
after by the quality of the neighbourhood, as apparently from 
his wit and knowledge of the world he seems to have been the 
best of company. 

Jane Bailli~ \Yaish, the wife of Carlyle, was descended from 
a certain l\Iathew Baillie, who, we are told, "could steal a horse 
from under the owner if he liked, but left always the saddle and 
bridle, a thorough gentleman in his way, and six foot four in 
~tature." 

-------·-- ·-· -· --· ·- . 
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" caslury." The worclin~ of the following, taken from the Index 
.of Irish Statute~. will amuse those who have a grudge "agin ouid 
Ireland:" "Idle \'agrants and pretended Irish gentlemen that 
won't work, but wander coshering among fosterers, and loose 
persons of infamous Ji,·es and character, may be presented at 
assizes and session~. and on warrant of the Justices, imprisoned 
till sent on board the fleet or transported." And again, "young 
gentlemen without means wa;king up and down the country with 
greyhounds are to be b0und to good behaviour." 

In Ireland, before anci after the days of Queen Elizabeth, there 
was a larj.!e floatin~ population, many of whom were cal:e<l 
Thiggers and Sorncrs, peop1e who roamed about the country 
in bands threatening the inhabitantc; of lonely farms and country 
dwellings with setting fire to their hay-ricks and stealing theii: 
poultry and otherwise plundering them of their goods if not 
gratuitous:y supplied with food and provision; sorning meant 
the masterful taking of food and drink without payment. When 
in turn threatened, these somers took refuge in the woods and 
were quite happy if they had a piece of frieze to hang on a bush 
by way of a shelter. One of the reac;oni; given for the devasta­
tion of the woods in Irc:and is that they were cut down so as no 
longer to afford refug-c for these wandering bands. 

Kuno :\!eyer, the Celtic Scholar, in. a number of the Ct/tic 
Rtvitw, avers that the present slang in use by Irish tinkers and 
which he calls Shelta, is distinctly traceable to the Ogham or old 
Irish language. He says :-

Dans cet argot un grand nombre de mots remontent diJ:ectement au 
vieil lrlandais; c'est a dire qu'ils s'expliquent par une deformation 
systematique de mots emprunt~s au vieil Irlandais. 

It was l\Ir. John Sampson, another Celtic Scholar, who first 
drew attention to the argot (the slang} Shelta of the tinkers of 
Ireland. He writes that, while travelling in Wales, he met a 
troop of Irish tinkers, and on addressing a woman in some words 
of this argot, she cried 'out a.c;tonished to her companions­
" Minker, Thari, Okham "-"he is a tinker, he speaks Okham." 
This gives colour to Kuno Meyer's statement that he has reason 
to recognize the Ogham of Irish grammarians in this argot of 
the tinkers, Most of the present wandering tinkers to be met 
with in Kildare come in small bodies from Wexford, passing 

·through Wicklow and on through Dunlavin and Baltinglass. 

' 

one or his dewerttons x .. -.uPC!!U· ,. 
(who came rrnm Gallowa)r; 'hi•' ori"'s.« . . . . 
intended desertina:, as he '"9hed ·to ilfilt .. 1 , 

Hill. Marshal's tribe ranpd Carrldc faf" ' . -~ti 
Galloway, and the Canick mountains, bat td~J11i'.;Jt; ....... 
by other tinken from Argyle or Dumbarton. . . .. ·. · 1 "n ~J\<'i 

When a very aged man this hav - ~~~· 
Earl of Selkirk in a comfortable cottaci at ?olaale: ift.! . ' ~. ~ 
\Vigton, and finally this fighting, rmn1 old tlnnt· tsielt~-t~• 
Kircudbright ·in 1792, and was buried by the Kam~,,; 
Lord Daer, Lord Selkirk's son, attending u c:hlelmoamer. 

In Northumberland·•• the Faws" figured for f'oar centarl .. ii·;· 
the generic name (or all tinkers and travelling musren; Wright 
in his provinci.al Dictionary defines Faw u 1lgniCying an itinerant 
t.inker or potter, though originally it was a iumame. 

Winters and Clarke!' were the names of gipsy families known 
in the borders, and in the burial register of Yarrow church, under 
date of the 13th January, 17 56, is inscribed the name of Francis 
Herron, King of the Faws. · 

In Ireland, as long ago as the reign of Edward 11., the Parlia­
ment of Kilkenny passed the following Act against vagrants and 
idlers: ••It is agreed also that none shall keep jdle people nor 
kearps in the time of peace to 1rve upon the poor of the country 
and if any idle man or keam take anything off' any person 
against his will in the form aforesaid, the wardens of the peace 
and the sheriff of the County where such act shall be done, shall 
do with him as with an open robber." There was probably ~ood 
need for. some such Act when we remember that an ancient 
right of an Irish chiertain enabled him to quarter himself and 
his retainers on his tenantry, a proceeding which was termed 

• ·-. - --:.., - --· ---· -· - --- -- ·--·-·-----::_--;;--
..... -- ........, t-- --__., "---·---."' r--1 e---: 

TINKERS AN.D OTHER VAG.ABON.DS. ,., 
\ 

They very often travel on fiat carts drawn by a horse, several 
small children, and a woman or two seated in the middle sur­
rounded by· bundles of rags. These, accompanied by •two 
or three loose horses, some donkeys, and a couple of dogs, and 
escorted by two or more greasily-dressed, loosely-built, men, 
form a procession which cannot fail to catch the eye. The 
mot~ey ~roup are generaUy laughing and staring round them as 
they pass or .. their way to their next roadside encampment. 
H:win~ dwsen a piece of grass which has encroached on the 
road in a broad strip surrounded by thorn bushes, and backed, 
perhaps, by a wood, they unyoke the horses, allowing them anc.! 
t:1e cionkcys to ma~e their evening mea~ off the rich pai;ture on 
the hi~hway. They light a fire while the children scamper up 
and down the road, anci having disposed their rags to the best 
ad,·antage, they eat their plain repast, the only comfortable 
thin~ -about them being the rays from the fire. Then, ~')me 
choosin~ to ~ie under the propped up cart, and the rest making 
the best of the shelter afforded by the hedges, they sleep the 
~lee? of the wandering tinker, who dreams of'pots and pans, and 
how he ca1~ best induce the housewives of the next village to 
belic,·e that their store is in need of replenishing. 

So here we take leave 6f these modern descendants of the 
o:d sorncrs and vagrants, who are evidently filled with the same 
love of movement, change of scene, and variety of life which hu 
distinguished aa wanderers from time immemorial. 

HELEN WELDON. 
• 

"Tinkera, Sl:>rnera ·and Other Va.Jabonda• by 
.Belen Weldon i• reprinted frcm ''l'be •• Ireland 
Review Vol XXVI, Septmb9r 1906, pp 43-47. 
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Dora Yates' review of ANVIL: Life and the Arts is 
1 Of the ~sy Lore Society reproduced from Journa ""Z~ ~ 

Volume XXVII (1948),ppl49-152. . 

The full text of Leslie Daiken's article "Parasites 
without Power" forms can be found in the followi119 
item in this volume of the resource collection. 

A~VVIL: L1Je u>1d the Arla-Book I. Edited bv JACK l.BoS.lY • .. 
(lleridian Books: London.) October 19-17. Price !a. fltl. 

In this new and intriguing mbicellany edited b,y Jack Lindaa7, 
the folko.el~t• <Su1-Th;ng it\ Scl>tlanc1. ~alel alad fre.labd 
form tJie. the.• ufit ~ opmia~sr articles. .\mong thfa9 tlMt papet 
of daif.f intc!in~!'lt tt' 'l1lt1l1 llf'nt of the c;~'P'r Lore SotWtt Is t'liat -on 
the lriak Tinkrh hy li.t.,.lie Dnikl"la. H~ &nt-.. ad ~ 
witll the • TraftUU., lien' wl the ecmditiom ..-.-. dle)i 
live Qi p>et·war Eire diltinpiaMs W. • ............. n ian ~ 
from the w.mk Df ~ writen, whoee iat11eat (ill llil-...U) 

'centre. UOUQ\l tbe JPAlic Of mmp-&r.. fodu1t 11·d .. 1«illl 
euth, ftuhing .,.. • ...,,, .-.. folk.-,.e 1ia•.alr•l1tiar ''r• 
but haulb"'-' a..,.,•...,w1,wadld: .._dli9•11nu 1 

or iDve~ .Nbbilll' Kr. DNba •nepta .Jalua ........ 
Ti,.._ aw"*-' fflli <JOI.& (l) iL IO&-.ti), wl f8iMti.tlm 
collector .. belp.fW ~of~ pincipal .,... of:Tbbr .. , .. 
in Ulster, Leinat.er, Comught and M=1ter. pa. to lllO. 
But~ &M daJ8 of Bua,.._. lsl1"9 lfr .. P"Ml-tellli 

-~ the. a14'tjqg 9.( ---- Mwking. ,. ............ .... 
('aWeia' gallopN!). aeUing ..__ ... , ........... ha 

. . 
peeled wj.Upw ')11 ,..,.P.ina .•.at. &am Oliln'aa.lt ""'-· .... 
peddlin1 waU-ww from. Jao.. t.o boa. to the~ ...... , 
o( fortune-telling, am no loDpr the main oceapationa of ti. 
Irish tinken. Bia own deecriptioa of tbe Mltiritm of ~ folk 
he term.a • Pan.aitea withoui Power ' i9 • entertaiaing tba& l"": 
venture to quot.a the following pau1p froa tJail article :-

•A riling gmeratioa wt "'•ngtng modernity llaft dhwteil 
many a lazy timmitb from JnC&rioaa pickin1 wl -=•ma" 
towards better money-makfn1 liw. Thoagh ...:::::s la still a 
real auxiliary, and the wortla of cldldrm i8 by w1aa' 
they bring in ooina, tbe1 are eclaooled from the ap ol &>. in . 
the pla.nned cadge t«hniqae, u inb&nsiftl7 u a cbaili4ore norioe 
ii primed with lectw Oil U. PY"...._, ~ t.lae planned sale I 
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pllla of llre1d ' II atill to be foand among the 
............... tbe facial typee _of t.h• 

... el to4aJ alaow-tM •most mongrel. pupmg m· 
•• to t• 11 .......,, •·f· : the S~niab type in Clare, llllll•. 61 lt•ted. dark-faced typee in the £aat; elsewhere 
..; ... llJllJM* ~ wi\h the 8aseD hair of the Suon, 

.,... I• .. ~ • wlt1a heir.Jed Pin and half-shat .eyelids ' ; 
la LalMter the • nondescript type : the women with mouse-

..,. ..... ~ hair, black-shawled. and babies at the 

"•nd;ID• ....... ' 
'llDbr brawla are, of coone, 1till very violent and frequent 

M ..,.a-time in market towns, and one publican h":'1 a~t~~lly 
te eaD la a force of local Civic Guards to protect his c1\·iliud 
GMtmaen. But llr. Daiken hu no ~ymj,athy for the feeling of 
~ •ith •·hich 'the propertied and sn~g' "·atch a 
• ,...- of thele human grasshoppen ... commandeering the 
.... road at hUTest time: It is with the vagabonds he sym­,_,jzee, when he paints for us a realistic picture of: 

• ••• tinkers conTerging on a fat parish, in a singie. Jarp f~mil~ • 
er a winding proceaion of wagons, <'Art• an~ t~ttmg foa ' t e 
womm and girls hardy and bright-eyed, holding ~ts, the me?. 
iadependen\ if ra2~. with ailancel' full of that _.paratenes~ 

in the e\9" of out<'a;t1 and undf'rpriril~ed, the teemmg 
a :l:t fo:scube and untamt"able.' • 

~h ~ tbe Irish Tinken of to-day! ~ut they seem to ba\"e 
~ tile~ .ec:ret language, for llr. Da1ken baa never heard 

... apokea himeeH. \\.ilely, therefore. he ba8e1 his views 
uf f# t.onl'le en Profe=WOr R ... \. S. llacalister's Stud fAn,guagu 
o/ ....... bcl quot• from it fh-e proverbs and five ' wishes 

pilaild ml' mllecl from Dr. Sampson'• collecti:-1. Is it no~, 
llow.m, t00< .,..ping a 1tatement to make that Shelta ... 11 I 
~ ~-bf amolutelJ nobody' t I myaelf, for instance, 

haYe Ile rd maDJ Sbelta words and phrases during the past 
tea ) a atii'tolD tavelling Irish Tinken in the streeta of Liverpool, 
ADIL -..W eTer: came acrou a• travelling man' who did not 
......... itlle-mee"ing of: Uip a giJWr (drop of drink), lntg me 

a -.;., ~ - a abilling), or ' that pl-glos gra11it.1 tAoma• ' 
(tW policemaa knowa too much). 

I* itself_..tm. article will tetft to illustrate the orig\Qal matter 

... ~ .... style of the twenty-fiTe eseays, stories and poems 
wlaWI ii du. Book I of .Anril. \Vhether we read of the work of 
JI•,._, orlliea_. ar Gauguin ; the Gaelic poems of the patriot 
80dn MaoLnn ; the music of Welsh miners ; the interpretation 

of~ ... "" the RUSl'ian )lichael Prishvin ; or the architecture 
of eightttntb rentury Fnn~. throu~bout the 160 pages of this 
entelpriling magazine we are made aware of the intimate relation 

between Life and the Art•. We_ ~uat therefore congratulate 

]Ir. Itek Lindsay on having aecured for his first n~ber an 
es~Y wide range of writing by a team of original con­
trilniton who all have eomething detlnite to say and say it with 

foree am1 eometion. D. E. Y. 
, 

n 

C01m1S1Un beAlOfOeASA e1ReAnn • 

nA cincetnl 

ls 101lCSU11llC 50 t~11t .6.n 'ORe.6.m 'OA<>1ne n.6. Cf1lC~11lf. nt heol '001nn pu1nn t11.6.1l 

. te1s .6.n 5cu1'0 e1le 'OeS n.6. '0.6.01ne 11.6. cfnc~11li, 15 f.6.'0.6. .6. l'.>e.6.5 no .6. mOR 'Oe ~u1m AS 

cun cu.41R1sci 1n.4 'OCAOl'.> 'OO cnu·1nn1u O t.6.ot> C.6.of> n4 t:iRe, .6.SUS c4 s01t A5.A1nn 50 

s1n, C4'\t'.>nu tn1n cun .6.n eot.41s .6.C4 .6.S.41nn .a tons 'OO ~un te ~~1te, S4'\R.6. mben~ s6 

focAt. coriuunte.-m4s cRom teAc n.4 ce1sce.4nn.4 50 l~11t s.A ~e1sc1uc.&.n so '00 

f c4l)n4, 1952. 

1 s m1se 'OO ~.6.R.6., 

s~A.\ mus o ut11teA.\n5.6., 
(ScniRt011l Om1s). 
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• IRISH FOLKLORE COMMISSION 

TINKERS : "TRAVELLERS" 

The nomadic groups to which the general title of tinkers is given form a · 

interesting part of the Irish community. \\7hile very · little is known about 1 

origins or history, it is probable that they are one of the oldest classes of l 

society. They differ so mu~h from the rest of the people in their way of life 

they have for a long time attracted, in a spas1nodic and casual way, .the atten 

of historians, ethnologists and writers. Comparatively little is known about tl 

ho,vever, as no serious attempt has hitherto been made to collect information a· 

them from all over the country in a systematic way. 

The Irish Folklore Commission is issuing this questionnaire in the hope 

a representative documentation on certain aspects of the tinker~'· way of life 

be compiled, before it is to~ late to do so. It relies.confidently on your cooper< 

to\vards that end, and hopes that your assistance will be forthcoming. 

N OTE.-lf you feel that a reply to all the queries would involve too much 

or trouble, we ,vill be grateful for any information which you can give rega1 

some of them. \Ve \vould, however, deeply appreciate your earnest help in sec1 

a good return to this very i1nportant questionnaire. 

February, 1952. 

Yours sincerely, 

S£A1'IUS 0 DUILEARGA, 
Honorary Director. 
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C e1 S 'C1 U CA n 

na r;ince1ni 

not:A.-ni heOt.dS <\Tl tuct: stut).d1t .d 5.df>.&nn t:1mCe.dtt 1n.d n-.&011.dtt (b.&C.d11 
'O.d01ne bOCt:.d, .d5US .4 te1t~t'Oi) .dt:4 U.41nn S.4 C4S SO '81.&'0 .dt:.0. 1 5ce1st: o.5.d1n 
O.d t:inC~1Ri .d 5.dt).dnn t:1mCe.dtl, te C.d1RCe.dnn.d, 1n.d tint:15te TIO 1n.d n'ORe.dm.&nn.d, .6.5U 
ce.0.R'O no 5no R1.dtt:.d .dR s1uf>.&t .4C.4 ( 'O~.dn.dril .d:sus 'Oe1s1u 4R.d1St:i 'Oe sc.6.n, 'Oiot. n 
ce.dnn.dc n6 m.dt.dRt:u C.dp.dtt, .d,SUS m.dn s1n 'Oe) • 

A1nm Co1ci:e..o.nn. C.d'O ~ .&n .d1nm 1s co1cce.dnnt:o. .d t:u5t:.dR 1'0 ce.dnnt:.&n. F~~ 
ont& : cince1ni, t:.d1sce.dt.1n~te, ecc. ? 

~ .- .- . ' . 
'C1ncenu A 'C..o.5Ann on CeAnnt=An. C.d'O 141'0 n.d sto1nnt:e .dt:a .dR n.d 'OR.e.dm.dnr 

F~ te1t 'Oe tince1Ri .d tu5.dnn CU.d1R'O .dR '00 Ce.dnnt:.dR 0 .&m 50 11.dm ? .6.n nru1t i:u· 
StOtnnt:e n6 te.dS-.d1mnne.d~.d .d:S mumnt:1R n.d 11a1t:e OR.t.d? ma fiionn .d1nmne.d< 
b.d1sce ne.dril-cou:::c1.dnnt:.d .4Tt cu1'0 .dCd,. tu.61'0 1.d'O. 

ttm1sce1n1 t:..o.1st=1t.. ls b~.ds .d5 cince1Ri 50 mm1c t:.11st:e.dt t..d1St:1::S lOe t1m1 
t:~1n. "11n.1te, .d5us 541n 'Out t:.dot'> ·.dmu15 'Oe. C.d'O 1.d'O n.d tH111sc~1n.i 5n6t.d .o.:sus :c.o.1st: 
.dt:"1 .65 no. t:ince1n.i 1s .d1tn1u 'Ou1c ! .6.n eot uu1c .d15ne.ds 1'01R t>ttedm.o.nn.d cince1n.i 
b.6t).dnn t.dR ceon.6mn ? 

n6s..o.nn..o. ..o.5us p1seo5..o.. Sen.ion sios, te'O to1t, :CU.0.1R1SC AR ..60n nOS.dnn.o. 1 
p1seo5.d .dt:.6 ..65 cince1Ri 1 'Ot:.don n.d ne1te seo te.dn.ds : s.dotu te.dnt).di, p6s.d'O, b"1 
'Oiot, Ce.Ann ac, m.dt.dncu, n.dt no mi-n..&t, i:e1ti n.d bt1.dn.d, t:.d1'0nsi, .dn S.dot e1te, 65' 
111.dR sm 'Oe. 

Cnett>e..o.tit ..o.5us Cte..o.ct=Ai>. Cd'O e dn cne1ue.Aril .&ca .d:S n.d cincenti .d tu5.d1 
CU.d1R'O 6R '00 Cednnt:.dR i:em ? .6.n bpOSC.dR S.dn e.d5l...d1S 1.d'O ? Ce'n Alt: ? .6.n nft: 
.&m re te1t .dC.d c015e S1n ! .6.on Cunt:.d1Si nO SCe.dtt:.d i "OC.dOt) p0Sd1°0te t:ince1n= 
.6.n mbionn mutnnt:tR n.d ll"11t:e, n6 cu1'0 .dC6, .dR no. pOs.d1'0te sm ? ..6.n 5nat.o.c 
S.d.:S.d1Rt: .dn t).d1U, te.dnt'>.di t:ince1Ri :oo t>.o.1sce.A'O ? .6.n nueme.6.nn Le.o.nt'.>41i cince1 
rRe.dsc.o.t dR sco1le.dnn.d .dn p4n.01st:e .dR redt> t:.dm.d1tt 'Oen nt1dm ? ..6.n 5cu1ne6 
t:ince1Ri 14'.Rn.o.1'0 .dR dTl S.d:S.dttt: no .dtt .dn mm1st:1R nu.d1R .d nionn "Oume t>ion 1 mbd 
b"11s ? C.o.'O e .dn S.45.dS C0RR.d1rh .d5US SOCR.d1'0e .o.5us .d'Ot.dC6'0 d cuntt:e.o.R ORt< 
ca :SCU1Rt:e.dR n.d t:ince1Ri .d C.d1ttt:e.O.R S.d Ce.dnnt:.dR? ~mni ette su1me , 'OC.dOt'.> . 
ne1te sm? 

Cu..o.1nt>e..o.nn..o. ASUS t41tneAcA C..o.mp..o.. .6.n re1'01n. 'OU1C CUA1R1SC .d tdt).61 
.dR 5nat-CUd1R'O .d tu:s.dnn n.d t:ince1Ri 'on A1t:? ..6.n m1n1c t.65.6.1'0 Sd nt1.dtn ? A 

'Ot:.d5.d1'0 .dOn .dm re tert ? .6.n r.d'O.d f .dn.d1'0 ? ca mbionn .dn C.dmp.d .dCd ? S.dn ~ 
Ce.d'On.d 1 scomno.i ? ca :scurn.1'0 n.4 t::RUC.d1ti, TI.d 5t~1Se.dnn.d e1te .d t)ionn .dC.d, .d:S 
TI.d h.d1nri11t>te 1 R1t .4n .&m.d ! Ca :SCU1R1'0 n.d h.d1ntTI1'0te Cun mt)1n-r.dn 'Oi5e.dC.d 
nOt.d1n n6 1 bp"11Rce.o.nn.4 ! C.d'O 1s "061::$ te1s n.d 5nat-t>.dome .d:sus te1s nd ,t,an'O 
'Oe s1n ? C.&'O 1s snatdc te1s n.d cinc~1Ri, 1'01R te.dR.d1n .d5us mn.11n .d5us te.dnt), 
.d t>~.dn.drh .dn f .dt'O .d t'>iu s.& te.4nnt:.&R ? ..6.n n5.dn.d1'0 6 t15 50 c1;s, no .dn mbionn .d· 
C.d1'0Re.dril .dC.d te mutnnt::1R n.4 h"3.1t:e ? Ca mbionn .dn te.db.61"0 CO'Ot.dt:.d .d:S n.d t:ince1 
1 Rlt .dn .&m.d S.6.n ? C.4 n-uU.rilU1::$t'O .d :SCU1'0 b1'0 ? Ca n-1t1'0 ~? ..6.n nru1t n.d C.1111 
e.dnn.d .d t)ionn .dC.d 'Oe1fRe.dt te C.6.1Rt:e.dnnd .dTI t).d1tt .dft .dOn Cum.o. ('O~.dndri1, 'O~ 

me1'0) ? ..6.n tll.dR .d C~1le TI.d C.d1Rt:e.dnn.d .dTI0_1S o.5us .dn :ste.dS 10mCd1R .o.5us C.d1St 
.d t>io'O .O.Cd Sdn .dm .&ca C.d1tce? Ca mbionn n.d t:inc~1n.i S.d Setttlne.d'O ? 

CeAnl>..o.nn..o. ASUS St.i t>e..o.tA. .0.n mbionn ceaR'O n6 sti ne.L'\t.d re te1t .d:S 
t:ince1ni ? C.d'O ~ rem ! .6.n n'Oem1'0 AR.dlSCi sc.am no .dn n"Oe1s1S1'0 1d'O ? A \) 

n'Oem1'0 n6 An n'Oiot.d1'0 ~on eARR.di elte ? ..6.n S.601ne n6 dn '0.6.01ne 1d'O-s.&n n.6. e.ARr. ' 
.dt1 t:S10p.d ? .6.n ml>ionn .61nri11'0te .dR 'Oiot no 4 Ce.6nn.dC n6 J. ril.dtdnt:tl dC..1.. .<\R .dOn( 
no 1 n-.don ~lC e1te? C..d'O 1d'O r~m ? C.d'O 1S '001S le1s nd 'O.dOme '01ot>-5uR bo 
1.6.'0 no .d tl1.dl..d1Rt: ? .6.n St.1'0l)ne .dTI01S 1 .. '\'0 nJ. n1.6R t)i'OiS, 'OAR te 'O,'\Olne ? ..(\n '0..101 
t ... \S.AC.6, m6n-cn.01'0e~cd 1.i\'O, 1 "Ot:u.d1nnn '0.6.ome ? 
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QUESTIONNAIRE FEBRUARY, 1952 

TINKERS 

NoTE.-This questionnaire is not intended as a means of collecting information about 
individuals who travel the roads alone (tramps, beggarmen). It refers only to tinkers who move 
about in iamily or other groups and ply a trade or calling, such as tin-smithwork or horse-dealing. 

Generic Names. By what general title(s) are these nomads referred to locally: tinkers, 
travellers, ' gipsies', tramps, beggars, tlnceirl, sidbh16irl, etc.? 

Local Tinker Groups. Give the family-names of any tinker groups which visit your district. 
Are any of them known locally by special by-names or nicknames? Have individual tinkers any 
unusual Christian names ? 

Areas Within Which Tinker Groups Operate. As a general rule, tinkers travel about only 
within certain areas. Can you find out which areas are included by the local tinkers in their 
" rounds " ? Any stories of rivalry between groups in this regard ? 

Customs and Superstitions. Please write down an account of any customs or superstitions 
of tinkers regarding the following : birth, marriage, death, buying, selling or exchange, good luck 
or ill-luck, festivals, belief in the supernatural, or any other matter. 

Religious and Social Practice. To which religious belief do the local tinkers belong 1 Are 
they married in church ? If so, where ? Do tinker marriages take place at particular times 1 
Any accounts or stories of tinker marriages or weddings ? Do the local people, or local individuals, 
take part in these weddings '? Are tinker children baptised by local priests ? Any special lore 
about this ? Do tinker children attend local schools for any period ? Does a priest or other clergy­
man attend tinkers who are dying locally 1 Any special lore about the wakes, funerals, or burials 
of tinkers ? Where are tink~rs who die locally buried ? Any other lore regarding these matters t 

Visits and Local Encampments. Please give a general statement about the routine visits of 
tinkers to your district-their frequency, the periods at which they arrive and leave, the length 
of their stay. Where do they camp ? Have these camp-sites changed from time to time for any 
reason ? How do tinkers dispose of their waggons or cars, gear, and animals during their stay 
at the camp 1 Where do the animals graze-along the roads or in fields 1 Any friction with 
the local people or with the authorities regarding this 1 What do tinkers (men, women, and 
children) do during the camping period 1 Do they travel about locally or mix with the local 
people 1 Where do tinkers sleep while in camp 1 Where do they cook, and eat 1 Is there 
anything peculiar about their carts or waggons (style, colours, size) 1 Have these changed over 
a period of years 1 Where do tinkers spend the winter 1 

Crafts and Means of Livelihood. What trades or camng do the local tinkers follow 1 Do 
they make or repair tins and other vessels 1 Do they produce or sell locally any other articles 1 
How do the prices of these articles compare with those bought in shops 1 Do they buy, sell, or 
barter animals casually or at fairs 1 Are tinkers regarded as being poor or fairly well-to-dot 
Have they changed in this respect over the years 1 Are they regarded as being generous or the 
reverse? 
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Belfast News-Letter 

Tuesday, 30th November, 1790 

Deserted 

From Captain Edward Sweetman's Independent Company, Michael Baarey, about 

five feet eleven inches high, brown hair and grey eyes, stoop shouldered 

and pock-marked, by occupation a Ragman . 

Whoever apprehends the said Baarey shall receive a Reward of Three Pounds 

One Shilling from BERNARD O'NEILL, Sergeant. 

Armagh, 22nd November 1790. 

Tuesday, 29th July, 1800 

Maraghan Assizes 

Mary Begley, vagabond, to be transported for seven years, unless she shall, 

before next Assizes, give security to be of good behaviour for seven years. 

Tuesday, 19th April, 1791. 

Editorial 

Patrick Marmion, tried and found guilty, being presented as a vagabond, to 

be transported 7 years, unless he shall in three a:>nths find bail. 
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Extract from the Belfast News-Letter Friday 15 lloftllber 1799 

DESERTED, from a Recruiting Party of the Loyal Surray Rangers, from LISBURN. 

JOHN LINDSAY, by trade a Tinker, 27 years of age, 6 feet 2 inches high, 

sallow C0111plectieta, grey eyes, black hair, large features, steps short when 

he walks. 

Charles Lindsay (his brother), same trade, 17 years, 5 feet 11 inches, sallow 

complection,hazle eyes, black short hair, small stoop in his shoulders. -

Hugh Kidd of Ballinderry, county Antrim, 18 years, 5 feet 7 inches, fair 

complection, black hair, blue eyes, stout made. -

Earl M'Murry (taylor) of same place •••• 

(thti notice goes on to list ltid dellcribe 
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httther originally a ~n ritmt·Gf ~ 
simply a cha~ for aoOd nel&hbours to ·· · · · ····:· . ,,:;~· 
relax and soc1ahse when the work of the ~ w.1· . -~-r,~~!11 
over, the country fair has survived and flOurished anc1· , ·· · '. 
is very much a part of the Irish country calendar. 
. Of course, there's another very good ;eason why 
country fairs were an overnight success and have 
enjoyed such a long run ever since. They're just plain 
good business. Here, among neighbours and friends, 
the farmer could sell the farm surplus that he didn't 
need and. buy what he did. The better the f Air,,.,~~ 
farther af1el~ came the buyers. The more ~: • 
better the prices - and then there was surely WetY.'. 
reason to celebrate. As more money came.into ~· ... 
circulation, more tradesn1en arrived to take up the slack. 

.·-· ... And then he could buy new clothes for the wife, 
~ toys for the children, listen to traditional 

~· A musicians and be entertained by the travelling 
minstrels and storytellers. Dance and ga1nes of 

~ skill and strength were also important elements 
I lo# '3 ~-. 'S" Z ... __ . - · · · .- ·-·- - ·· of the fair and at course they provided 

• O .. F ... ~. . ~:---·,...,.,..loll: opportunities tor aid friends to meet and share a drink. 
. · (J JVlng "-"R.Qv•~ ... -" And that's what an Irish country fair is all about. 

------ At one time, fairs were held on the first day of 

Like so many other things Irish, the holding of fairs 
goes back so far into the past that its beginnings are 
delightfully entangled in myth, history and tradition. 
There will always be several stories about the origins 
of each of them and you are free to choose the one 
that appeals to you most. 

Make a rule for an Irishman and 
nothing delights him more than 
breaking it Perhaps that's why the 
Oul l.ammas Fair is held at the end 

. of August instead of on the first day 
of the month, lan1mas Day But 
more likely, it's because the late 
harvest in the Ballycastle district 
keeps everyone busy until that time • 

.. 

•, . . 

August, Lammas Day, or later in the autumn before 
winter set in. The Gregorian calendar and local 
convenience have altered the dates slightly. 

Everyone is welcome at the fair, and while visitors 
at first may feel more inclined to watch the 
proceedings, they'll soon find it quite irnpossible not 
to get involved. That's just the way the Irish are. 

""--

~ 

J" I 
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.At this stage, no one is 
absolutely s'ure. how .. t.h~ "C>ul, r 
Lam mas Fair. started. So'me say it 
originated in the early sixteenth 
century when the MacDonnells of 

,....=::; 11 · """""I ... ..-. ..... .-·•- ...... ,.,, 

he Isles first occupied the area. 
Others argue that it didn't begin 
until 1606 when a Royal Charter 
granted Sir Randal MacDonnell 
permission to hold six fairs in the 
Bal lycastle area. 

Whatever its beginnings, the 
Lam mas Fair is a thriving annual 
event much valued by the local 
,·>eople and tourists from al I over 
the world. The fair hinges on the 
sale of sheep and ponies and it 
Jsed to last one week but now al I 

Lhe activity and colour has been 
crammed into two splendid days. -ro _. 
.f:' w 

"•. 
·· ,~,, 

. . - · ... 
t " 

i •. ; 

l , 

" I .l 
'.I~ 

,. r 

. , '.,.., .. , ,, ,.._ ~,....... 

.. ,., ''" '' fl 

L-T 
~-~ 

So come along and join the 
celebrations for that's what they 
surely are. As you wend your 
way through the good-natured 
crowds around Ballycastle's 
central Diamond, or square, you'l I 
be tempted to sample some of the 
local delicacies - "dulse", a dried 
edible seaweed, and very good for 
you, too, they say. Then there's 
"yellow man", a sweet honey­
combed toffee-like confectionery 
that's a must if you're to get the 
full flavour of Ballycastle. 

The many stalls offer a variety 
of items for sale - souvenirs, 
curios and bric-a-brac of every 
description, fruit and clothes. It 
doesn't matter, really, how much 
or how I ittle you buy, because 
you're bound to carry away the 

sights and sounds of an authentiic 
1lrish tradition that's as alive toda , 
as 1it was when John MacAulley, a 
Ballycastle man, wrote this song 
many years ago -

"D1id you treat your Ma1ry Ann, 
To some dulce and yellow man, 
At the Oul Lam:mas Fair in 
Bal lycastle-0?" 

Undoubtedly, 
King Puck, the g~eaf male goat 

that presides over the festivities at ti 
the great fair of the South, is bound 
with pre-Christian rites of harvest an 
fertility. Certainly, there's been a pu 

. I. \I \I 
111:\ I I.I. \\I I:"' 

~ 

. ·. 

fair in many different 
guises since thost 

time-shrouded 
days . 

I. \I \ l•I 1:1 .111: 

· ~~ l'~ t " . ~. 
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.. , I\.= ~., so to speak, historical 
rec0rds show that a ;local 
lando\vner, Jenkin Con\vay, 
received a royal patent in ·1613 
to "hold a fair in Killorglin on 
Lamn1as Day and the Day after''. 

There are some who say that 
King Puck was only introduced 
to the fair in 1808, when the 
local landlord, Herman 
Blennerhassett, forbidden by 
law to levy tolls at cattle, horse 
or sheep fairs, hit upon the 
enterprising and novel idea of 

holding a goat fair, in 
order to collect his toll 
money. It is also said .. 

·,~if r 
' .;>' - . ,/ ' ,, . . - ~\ 

~ 

that he n1ade 
this decision 

.. on the advice 
of a then 

quite 

·\ .. 
·:*, 

I. 

'~ -- ,- - l 

uu:,cun: u...l1, '·""'-' • .••••. •• 

Daniel O'Connell . 
.. 

~~'· ' .... 1. ... i..'·. ~ ...... :....i .. , •'. "; [7,":""' ....J.<-.. \ '·· .... ~ 

~ .... ' .. -· . ·, .• -• ..,.,. i ~ ~ ' .. ... • ... . ·. · · .· · -~ · l'I , -_ ..... -.-.-·. Nor is that the end of the 
story, or stories, as the case may 
be. According to legend, a troop 
of Cromwellian Roundheads 
routed a herd of goats which 
obligingly stan1peded in the 
direction of Killorglin, thus 
warning the inhabitants of the 
approaching army. Soon after, 
the grateful populace· installed 
King Puck at the fair in honour 
of the goats who saved the town. 

Whichever version you prefer, 
you' ll find today's Puck Fair the 
occasion of a grand round of 
events and festivities quite 
unlike any other country fair 
you're likely to visit. 

The fair is usually held on 
August 10, 11, 12. On the first· 
day, Gathering Day, the puck 
goat is paraded through the 
town with great enthusiasm 
before being in~talled as king on 
a lofty platforn1 over Killorgl'in's 
market square. The second day, 
Fair Day, is given over to the 
business of buying and selling 
of livestock and on Scattering 
Day, the goat is released with 
great ceremony and celebration 
at sunset. 

The soft country accents, the 
scraps of conversations 

__ \.-., - . ·"-

.. ..__ __ .. 

:1/f'. · .r .. '::~ · -, ~... ~, ...... :~ '-111 t. - . - . . . -.. -,_ .. . '--" 1.. .1 ,,-• .,__,_'-' I \ , ..,, I i . . .. 1·~- -·. . 
- • I, 

- -~~ 
~·J' 

.. 

. .. • . .4 . .. 

'--------·-· . ·~. ----
I .; L--.a .____. &...--i ' ' t-.-..: 

Ever since warriors 
from the ~sttook 

::> 

c;-

local elders. The carnival 
atmosphere, the many amusing 
side events. The pretty girls, the 
swaggering young men, the 
children, the laughter, the fun 
- it's Puck Fair! 

' 

For further information, contact : 
Cork/Kerry Regional Touri~m Office, 
Tourist House, 
Grand Parade, 
r J 

~ f..-:, , .____ ,, :...-,J,' '-' 

'\ ·-

fairs enthusiastically and, by ti 
following century, Ballinasloe 
was not only the largest 

·-lo• . '"16 ... ..:. ... ~ ' . .............. ... ........... ~~....... _.__..... ____ ..................... ~· .. - . .....__ . ... 

j I to stopping at the settlement 

I ivestock fair in I re land, it was 
the best known horse fair in 
Europe. l_n those days of calva1 
warfare and horse transport, 
buyers representing all the gre~ 
armies of the Continent came, 
anxious to purchase top qualit' 
horses. They kept coming, in 
fact, right up to the end of the 

...... 

, .... 
~- .. ~ 

---·-- '1 -····--·· .. .., 

(",, 

on the banks of the River Suck as 
they made their way to and from 
Tara, the residence of the High 
Kings, Ballinasloe has thrived as a 
market town. As the town grew, so 
did the trade in goods and horses. 

In the early 18th century, the 
Trench family were granted 
permission to hold fairs on their 
land. As this was always a 
profitable proposition for 
landowners if things went well, 
the family promoted these toll 

Second World War. V"I 

The buyers still come today, 
for hunters and show jumpers, 
for children's ponies and 
quarterbreds - the quality of 
the Irish horse is sought after 
whereve~ the horse is loved an 
admired., 

iJ 

• 
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The hunter trials and the class The rugged faces Of the men 

judging are interesting and of the West, the serene beauty 
exciting. Whether or not you are of the women, the delighted 
a keen horse lover. Certainly, children as much at ease on the 
everyone will enjoy the "Foal of bad~ of a pony or sturdy hunter 
the Fair'' and the "National as other children are on a see-
Foals Final" competitions. saw, Starry-eyed young girls 
Outside the show ring, the devotedly tending their charges 
traditional ceremony between and dreaming of great victories 
buyer and setter, whenever a and red ribbons ..• 
hors~ c~anges hands, is ... enoUgh said! See you at the 
fasc1nat1ng to watch. Great October Fairt 

There's a great deal more to 
see and enjoy besides horses at 
The Great October Fai"r which 
takes place, during the'.first · 
week of that autumn month. 
The "King of the Fair'' is 
specially elected and presi'des 
over al I functions in elaborate 
ceremonial robes. There are\ 
stalls and games and fair ground 
rides, traditional entertainment 
and above all, the people 
themselves. 

For further lnfonnatlon, contact: 
\Akstem Regional Tourism Office, 
Alas Failte, 
Eyre Square, 
Gatwav1 
Telephone: 091-63081 

For general enqulrln, write to: 
Irish Tourist Board 
P.O. Box 273 
Dublin 8 

and 
Northem Ireland Tourist Board 
Rivet' House, 
48 High Street, 
Belfast BT1 2DS 

J 
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How to get to trdond 
ThNe Clre intC"rniltional airports at 
Dublin, Cork. ShClnnon and B<•lfa~t 
Car and passenger ferries cross from > 
Liverpool to Dublin ;md Belfa!'t : from 
Pembroke to Cork and Rosslare; from 
Holyhrad to Oun 'Lao~haire : from ru 
StranraN to Lame: from Fish~uard to 
Ross1lare. ThNc is .also ·the high-speed. 
passen1!N onlv ietfoil from livNpool 
to Dublin. 

ContinPntal ft•rri<'~ n1wr.1tt• lwtwt"'t'" 
Rnc;slM«' and l.t• Hilvrt'/Cht'rhour~ .and 
Cork (lnO Ro!'roff. 
R-4.I I yc. .~s-n :r. 
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Social Work Today 
Southern Anthropological Proceedings 
Proceedings of the Southern Anthropological Society 
Southern Folklore Quarterly 
Studies : an Irish Quarterly Review 

This Week 
Town Planning Review 
Traveller Education 

Ulster Folklif e 
Ulster Tatler 
Urban Anthropology 
Urban Life and Culture 

The Word 
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NEWSPAPERS 

Belfast Newsletter 
Belfast Telegraph 

The Clare Champion 
The Connacht Sentinel 
The Connacht Tribune 

Daily Mail 
Down Recorder 

Evening Herald 
Evening Press 

Flac File 

Galway Advertizer 

Hot Press 

Impartial Reporter 
Ireland's OWn 

Irish Independent 
Irish News 
Irish Press 

Kerry's Eye 
Kilkenny People 

LOndonderrJ Sentinel 
Longford Leader 
Lurgan and Portadown Examiner 

Manchester Guardian 
Meath Chronicle 
Mourne Observer 
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Newry Reporter 
Newsday 
New York Times 
North Antrim Times 
North British Advertizer and Ladies Journal 
Northern Whig 

Observer 
Observe~ Magazine 
Orchadian 

Portadown News 
Portadown Times 
Press and Journal 

Settlement News 
Sphere 
Southside Express 
South Wales Daily News 
Sunday Express 
Sunday Independent 
Sunday Mirror 
Sunday News 
Sunday Press 
Sunday Tribune 
Sunday World 

The Times 
TP's Weekly 
Tyrone Constitution 
Tyrone Courier 

Ulster Gazette and Armagh Standard 
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London 

.,..,,. ..-r, LODdon 
•11 forth a Co. Ltd., Bolmfirth, Yorkshire 
B.T. Batsford Ltd., London 
ir.v. Boardl.an & co. Ltd .. , London 

'Ble Bodley Bead 

ca-t.ridge university Press 
capuchin Publications, Dublin 
Centre for Bnvironmental Studies, London 
w. a a. Chambers Ltd., Edinburgh 
C!lapmn & Ball Ltd., London 
Colleqe of Industrial Relations, Dublin 
11D. Colline & Son Ltd., London 
Collins Publishers, Glasgow 
'!'he Contermporary Review company Ltd. 

~ 8oeial Welfare, Blackrock, co. Dublin 
111111• ~• I London 

Inc., california 

Devon 

Dublin 

Co. Wicklow 

,. 

Bamlyn Publishing Group, London 
William Heinemann Ltd., London 
John Hinde Ltd., Cabinteely, Co. Dublin 
B. M. S. O. , Edinburgh and London 
Hope Ltd., Dublin 
Haughton, Mifflin & Co., Boston 

Insight Cards, Kilkenny 

S. Karger, A.G. Basle, Switzerland 

Liverpool University Press 
Longmans, Green & Co. , London 

Marshall, Hamilton, Kent & co. Ltd., London 
Maunsel & Co. Ltd., Dublin 
J. Maxwell & Sons, Dumfries 
John Menzies & Co. Ltd., Edinburgh 
Meridian Books, London 
Minority Rights Group, London 
Mouton & Co. Ltd., The Baque 
John Murray Ltd., London 

W.P. Nimmo Press, Dublin 
OXford University Press 

· O'Brien Press, Dublin 

Plenum Publishing Corporation, New York 

Quartermaine Bouse Ltd., London 

Romanstan Publications, London 
Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., London 
Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 

Sage Publications Inc., California 
Sampson, Low & Son & Marston, Edinburgh 

.Stationery Office, Dublin 
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Martin Secker & warbury Ltd., London 
Maurice Temple Smith, London 

Talbot Press, Dublin 
Thompson Price Ltd., Dublin 
Traubner Ltd., London 
Trubner & Co., London 

Walsall council for community Relations 

~ 

Valentine & Sons Ltd., Dublin 
veritas Publications, Dublin 

LIBRARIES 

City of Aberdeen 
Belfast Central Library 
British Library 
Brotherton Library, Leeds 
Cambridge University Library 
Central Catholic Library, Dublin 
Central Library, Newcastle upon Tyne 
Dublin City Library 
Franciscan Library, Killiney, Co. Dublin 
Grangemouth Library, Stirlingshire 
Herefordshire Library Service 
Linenhall Library, Belfast 
Mitchell Memorial Library, Mississippi State University 
National Library of Ireland 
Notre Dame University, Indiana 
Public Record Office, Dublin 
Public Record Office, Northern Ireland 
Queen's University, Belfast 
Royal Dublin Society 
Sydney Jones Library, University of Liverpool 
Trinity College, Dublin 
ulster Folk and Transport Museum, Co. Down 
Ulster Museum, Belfast 
Ulster · Polytechnic 
University College, Cork 
University College, Dublin 
University of Ulster 

-
- -- -

GROUPS and INSTITUTIONS 

A9visory Committee for the Education of Romany and other Travellers (ACERT} 
/ 

An Cumann le Bealoideas Eireann 
Area Education and Advice Centre, Cork 
Assisi Fellowship 
Association of Teachers of Travelling People (ATTP) 

Belfast City Council 
Belfas> Education and Library Board 
Bord Failte 
British Museum 

Caman Le Seand Atha Cliath 
C~ridge Institute of Education 
Centre for Environmental Studies, ~ondon 
College of Industrial Relations, Dublin 
Connemara Hors Caravans, Westport House, Co. Mayo 
Counci~ of Europe .,., 
Cumann Duiseachta na hinse 

Department of Education and Science 
Department of the Environment, Dublin 
Department of the Environment, England and Wales 
Department of the Environment, Northern Ireland 
Department of Health and Social Services, Northern 
Department of Local Government, Dublin 

Ireland 

Dieter Clissman Horse Caravans, Carrigmore, Co. Wicklow 
Downtown Radio, Newtownards, Co. Down 
Dublin Committee for Travelling People 
Dublin Corporation, Community and Environment Department 

Economic and Social Research Institute, Dublin 
Ethnographical Museum of Sweden, Stockholm 
Exchange House, Dublin 

Galway Itinerant Settlement Council 

H.M.S.O., Belfast, Edinburgh and London 
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I.B.G. Urban Study Group 
Institute of Race Relations, London 
Irish Folklore Commission 
Irish National Teachers Organisation 

/ / 
Uniwersytet Jagiellonski, Krakow 

King's Fund Centre, London 

T 

Mary Ward Centre, London 
Minority Rights Group, London 

National Council for Travelling People, Ireland 
National Museum of Ireland 
National Gypsy Council 
Newry Committee for Travelling People 
Northern Ireland Council for Social SErvice 
Northern Ireland Council for Travelling People 

Planning Exchange, Glasgow 

Quaker Social Responsibility and Education, London 

An Roinn Oideachais 
Romani Institute, London 
Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 
The Romany Guild 

Save the Children Fund 
Slattery's Travel Agency, Tralee, co. Kerry 
Sligo Committee for Travelling People 
Society of St., Vincent de Paul 

Ulster Folk and Transport Museum 
University College, Dublin, Department of Irish Folklore 

west Midlands Education Authority 
Western Group Public Health Committee, Co. Tyrone 
World Development Group, Derry 
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INDIVIDUALS 

Thomas Acton, Micahel Bach, Adam Bartosz, Victor Bewley, Dennis Binns, 

Brendan Brennan, Catha! Butler, Olive Carolan, ~eel Carter, Juanita Casey, 

Margaret Crawford, Elisabeth Davies, Sr. Colette Dwyer, Fr. Egan, 

Mervyn Ennis, Monsignor G.T. Fehily, Ann Fitzmaurice, Maugie Francis, 

Sharon and George Gmelch, Tom Griffen, Jared Harper, Pieter Havens, 

Fr. Christy Jaones, Hawley Kane, Kevin Kearns,Mairin Kenny, Linda Kent, 

Donald Kenrick, Martine TUgnman-Kret, Patricia McCarthy, Michael and Nell 

/ 

McDonagh, Breda McGeown, Mary McKavanagh, Sr. Anne McKernan, Sean Maher, 

John Mannion, Nigel Middleton, Mary Moriarty, Tom Munelly, John A. Murphy, 

Sean Murphy, Sheelagh Murnaghan, Mai Neary, Eithne Nolan, Paul Noonan, 

Donal O'Brien, Terry O'Connor, Pat and Phyl O'Donnell, Sr. Maraid O'Dunnavan, 

Sr. Brigid O'Flanagan, Dr. Michael O'Flynn, Gerry O'Hanlon, Mary O'Kane, 

/ / -
John O'Sullivan, Paul O'Toole, Siobhan Quinn, Sinead ni Shuinear, Eithne Russell, 

David Smith, Seamus Smyth, Grainne Tobin, Sr. Cyprian Unsworth, Alma Walker. 

Thanks must also go to the following staff at the University of Ulster at 
Jordanstown, Muriel Beeckman, Carole Blair, May Crumlin, Paul Hunter and 
Sadie Walsh. Without their help this collection could never have been 
completed. 

Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
Compiled by Aileen L'Amie, University Of Ulster



Irish Travelling People: a Resource Collection 
Compiled by Aileen L'Amie, University Of Ulster




