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THE UNITED KINGDOM WAS CHANGING 
QUICKLY AFTER THE END OF THE SECOND 
WORLD WAR. HOW WOULD THE NEW WORLD 
LOOK FOR GYPSIES AND TRAVELLERS?

They throw the machinery of 
administration out of gear.

Is this machinery adaptable enough 
to allow the Gypsies to survive, or 

will they be crushed into abandoning 
their traditional way of life?”

“MODERN CIVILIZATION, 
OF COURSE, WAS NOT 
DESIGNED FOR SUCH 

PEOPLE…

The Ministry of Housing and 
Local Government, 1951

“Gypsies are finding it more and 
more difficult to carry on their 
traditional nomadic way of life.

Increasing difficulties of this sort in 
the modern planned society have

Food rationing, health insurance, pensions, allowances, registration 
and camping control under the Public Health and Planning Acts mean 

a regulation of life that is foreign to them… 

led some of 
them to set 

out what they 
think must 
be done if 

the Gypsies 
are to adapt 

themselves to 
present day 
conditions.”

“In the coming winter many of us will 
be faced with certain prosecution, 
followed by fines or imprisonment, 

because we can find nowhere to stay. 
So many of our traditional camping 
sites have been declared unsuitable 

and closed… 

Cities were getting bigger - as new estates were built to house people cleared 
from the slums - and encircled by roads and industrial areas. It wasn’t unusual 

for Gypsies to return to a traditional stopping place after a year to find it
built over, with maybe one of the new streets called Gypsy Lane...

We have seasonal occupation with which we earn
an honest living through the spring, summer and

autumn months as long as we are mobile. Then comes 
the winter and we hope to settle in one place. What 
shall we do this winter? The Oxford camp is now a 

speedway track, the Forest of Dean camp was
closed last year... Those of us who have bought 
land have been refused licences to build and may 
only stay on our land for six weeks in a year…”

In some places the police 
‘forgot’ to include some 

major incidents: Manchester 
police didn’t record the 

eviction of 74 people from a 
long-term site in the city. 

The Labour government asked the police to find 
out if there was an increase in harassment and 
evictions. It found this was certainly true in 

some areas - Kent, Gloucestershire, Hampshire - 
but said it wasn’t the case nationally. 

1950s

The Bishop of Gloucester did his own research and found 
that the police were rigorously using the 1835 Highways 

Act to move on Gypsies/Travellers. He concluded:

In early December 1963, David Pumfret, a Hampshire County 
Council official, attended a meeting of the newly-formed 

North Baddesley Residents Association, on the outskirts of 
Southampton, to argue for the importance of these centres. 

While some counties were evicting their Gypsies/Travellers to 
get rid of them, in other places councils were using their new 
powers under the welfare state to try and ‘rehabilitate’ them. 

To put them in supervised centres where they lived in simple 
bungalows and were taught how to live like the rest of the 

population.

1960s

with any signs of ‘Gypsy-ness’, clothing, 
occupation, family structure, or dwelling, 

left behind.

And so symbols of their old 
life were to be put aside. 

Horses were to be sold or
given away, and, mirroring what
traditionally happened when a

Gypsy died, caravans were burnt
as a sign of the ‘death’ of

their occupants’ Gypsyness... 

...and their ‘rehabilitation’.

“We cannot as a nation treat the 
Gypsies as though they did not exist… 
They cannot be exterminated… on the 

other hand... they are generally
unpopular and no one wants them to 
settle for long periods in any given

neighbourhood.”

women had a 
very difficult 
time... unused 
to making a 

wage spin out 
for a week, 

they couldn’t 
do it.  

Before, they had 
lived from day to 

day... Now they had 
to compete with 
the very often 

critical country 
hantle*.

They would overdo
themselves cleaning 

their houses and keeping 
their children as clean 
and as tidy and as quiet 

and well behaved as
settled population were. 
The effort was too much 

for them...

“The Welfare State - which 
was meant to help people 
- brought much suffering, 
confusion and unhappiness 

to many Travellers. The
middle-aged and older ones, 
especially, were forced to 
go and live into houses all 

the time and were given
money for doing nothing, 
like wild birds in cages...
Many were given jobs, but 

this too was hell for them. 
They hated being tied and

having no freedom… it was
the compulsion that irked 

them.

Betsy Whyte writing about the problems
experienced by Travellers who moved into
council housing

They would nag 
and plead with 

their husbands, 
‘Take me out of 

here… Am I going 
to waste my life 
polishing and 

cleaning inside a 
rookery of
stones?”  

*settled population

“Never seeing my friends,
nor a soul belonging to me?.. 

So often they would take off and 
go and search the country for a 
place to camp or put a caravan. 

Then perhaps some 
other welfare 

people would take 
over and the whole 
thing would start 
all over again.”

“How you’re 
brought up all 

your life.
You’re brought

up-- It’s hardship.

 You know, when we first 
come over, we never had 

a lot of money and it 
was nice because I was 

only about seven,
I think, or eight.

I remember, we first 
came to England 

and, you know, we’d 
all sleep... in the 

one bed. You’re all 
brothers and

sisters.

And it was nice. We had a, you know, my
father, mother, we had a good life.

Other changes were happening too. Fleeing increased repression of their way of life
in the Republic of Ireland and a dire economic situation, growing numbers of Irish
Travellers were making their way to great Britain to take up work opportunities.

And the money she'd earn, 
she'd live off of that. And 

that's how she got to save.”

And then as the years went on, she got her own little 
truck and she used to get her scrap and she'd weigh 
in her scrap and then any money my dad would get for 

work and she'd save that.

 She sold charms.
She sold lace. She

sold combs and
toothbrushes and

stuff like that.

Irish Traveller John talking about when he was a child and 
came to England for the first time

Larger numbers of Travellers staying on smaller 
numbers of available stopping places, and high

levels of police and council harassment meant that 
some places saw increasing numbers of violent

evictions. 

Gypsies and Travellers, and supporters from 
the settled population publicly resisted

these, and formed the Gypsy Council to act 
as the communities’ political voice.

By 1968 government realised it needed to do something. The Caravan 
Sites Act required local authorities to build sites for all Gypsies 

‘residing in and resorting to’ their district.

This meant that is was a criminal offence for a Gypsy or Traveller to stop anywhere 
outside of an official site.  Some city areas - like the inner London boroughs - only 

had to provide pitches for 15 caravans, no matter the number of Gypsies and
Travellers in their district.

Many officials thought these would act as a first 
step to Gypsies moving into houses. Gypsies and 

Travellers welcomed the Act as a way of
preserving their mobile life in an increasingly

hostile environment. But the Act also said that 
any county that had provided enough caravan 

pitches could apply for ‘designation’.

1970sThe 1970s was a time of hope and failure. Gypsies and 
Travellers, organised through the Gypsy Council and 
a growing number of other political organisations, 

started campaigning for better access to education 
as well as different kinds of authorised sites. 

some councils used the 1968 Act and worked with 
their local Gypsy and Traveller populations to
build good quality sites. while others ignored 

their responsibilities.

at the same time technology - newer, bigger trailers with 
indoor cooking facilities, and electricity powered by

generators - was improving living standards for people 
on the road. 

“Travellers have always 
liked flashy stuff and pretty 
colours, but they’ve never 

really had the room. 

Lydia remembered what it was like being a girl and spending her days doing the 
cleaning

But when they didn’t have the horses and they got motors, 
lorries to tow these big heavy trailers. They went for it! 
And it was who had the most chrome! Mum used to buy... 

these big chrome
bowls, and you would

have to polish them with
Windowlene... ‘it’ wasn’t 
used! It was the best 

crockery!”

You would have 
to wash that up 

every day.
That was just 

for show?

“Oh, yes, if you used 
it she would break 
your fingers!... the 
Travellers used to 
polish them and it 
was my job, being 

the oldest girl, to 
clean up and do all 
that because if you 

didn’t, other
Travellers would

cry ‘shame on you!”

Many councils thought that if they ignored their responsibilities Gypsies 
would go away. By the mid-1970s economic crisis and government cuts 

saw councils arguing it was wrong  to build Gypsies sites as their money 
was needed for their ‘local’ population. Shortages of authorised sites 

and growing numbers of unauthorised ones saw anti-Gypsy hostility 
growing and local residents starting to organise campaigns against any 

new council or private sites.

Fred talking to Zoe about how Gypsies became pushed into wanting settled sites 
rather than being mobile

under the Labour
government things were 
ok-ish and then… it just 
started to really change 
and there was nowhere to 
settle. All the old places 
we used to go we could 

no longer go to. Or if we 
went there, within hours, 
days, the local community 
would arrive and try and 

frighten “us” off. 

“in the vicinity of 
the village or 

going out selling 
lucky heather... 

people would get 
very abusive and 
sexist with the 

women, call them 
slags and “we’re 

going to drag you 
off into the woods 
and rape you if you 

don’t go away.”

We can’t do what they do. How can 
you own nature? It goes against 

everything you stand for. 

But no, if we want to survive, we 
can’t continue, we can’t do what we 

did last year and it’s getting worse.

people went with the idea of just finding 
some land somewhere and it had to be a big 
patch of land, preferable near some sort 
of wasteland or marshland so we could 

do the whole scrap thing close by… 

Because there’s 
money in that scrap. 
Yeah... there was a 

lot of people angry 
about it, but I think 
a lot of the older 

people just realised 
that you can have the 

nostalgia for the 
old, 

 but this is the new. And materialism 
by then was really kicking in. Cars 
were changing. There was no radio, 

there was televisions, you know. 

1980s

 Although some progress was made 
building sites, they were often isolated 
from other residential areas, cut off by 

roads, industrial areas or waste tips. 
And still, by the end of the 1980s only 

about a third of mobile Gypsies and
Travellers had a pitch on one.

Steve

it’s ridiculous, you wouldn’t leave a dog to live 
in that kind of thing!  So, at the end of the day, 
rather than me living like that, well, I’ll carry 

on travelling on the side of the roads…



Here they were helped by the 1985 
Swann Report on multicultural 
education in schools; and by a 

landmark court judgement (1988 
CRE v Dutton) that recognised 
Gypsies as an ethnic minority 

protected by the Race Relations 
Acts.

Lydia’s memories of the Traveller bus 
project

“They would come around with a school 
bus, with books and pens, and learn us 
different things. They did it again when 
we stopped down in London, we used to 

call it the travelling school.

she let us go, they would pick me and my brother 
up and my little sister and they would take all 
the travelling children on the bus off for the 

day. we used to go once a week to different 
places and they would make up Gypsy songs for 

us to sing. It was really embarrassing but I still 
remember them. I can’t sing.”

You’re smiling
remembering
it, they were--

“Not a lot, not really. When Travellers go to the beach, they’re like a load of
animals, all jumping in with their clothes on. It was a little bit more organised with 
these civilised people. We were going and we weren’t going to be back until fairly 
late, we had all got permission, they told us to pack swimwear and we could go.

I was only little so, I thought ‘I can’t believe this!’. We were so lucky.” 

“Very good times, very, 
very good times. We 
went to Colchester 
Zoo, they would take 
us to the beach, they 

would learn us.”

Had you been to the beach before?

Anne-Lee

And the big sign on the door, ‘No 
Gypsies, No Travellers, No Tinkers.’ 

So you’d go to another pub, ‘No 
Travellers, no tinkers.’

You’d have to walk 
three or four mile 
before you could 
get into the pub.”

Although there were some positive 
changes Gypsies and Travellers still 

experienced racism and harassment as 
part of their everyday lives.

1990s
By the early 1990s it was clear that councils 
had failed to provide sites. either because 

they were prejudiced themselves or because 
they hadn’t been able to stand up to local 

opposition campaigns. But instead of getting 
councils to build sites, the Conservative

government decided the best way to deal with 
the problem was to remove the duty on local 

authorities to build them and to give the
police more powers to evict unauthorised 

camps. 

Now, under the Criminal Justice and Public Order Act 1994, 
Gypsies and Travellers were meant to provide their own private 

sites through the planning system in the same way as the rest of 
the population.But the rest of the population didn’t experience 
such  deep racist reactions to their planning applications, with 
around 90 per cent of Gypsy and Traveller planning applications 

rejected.

Steve

if people would be more accepting with the Travellers, then they would make
an easier life for themselves, as one, and then they’d make it a lot easier for

everybody, even for the Gypsy community itself. When Gypsies have got properties, 
like here, I’ve been like 22 years trying to get places passed and they have

refused every one of them, every one!

“The council will come down and they promise you if you buy a 
place, that they’ll get it passed for you, and then once you buy 

one, they’re making every excuse that they never said it. And 
the person that said it, didn’t say it! And they’re trying to get 

rid of you again…

we literally get moved 
from one field to another 
field, as soon as we get 
on the motorway, you’ve 
got policemen to block 

the exits… They’re trying 
to drive you out of town, 
into a different town to 
give their problem to

someone else.”

Louise

“we’ve got young girls and 
things growing up, they need 
showers, they need toilets, 

they need all that, it’s human 
rights isn’t it?

They’ll go to the village and they’ll shut all the toilets in the village, 
don’t they? They say they’re all out of order and everything.” 

Harassment by council workers and the police, and increasingly negative media 
attention filtered into all parts of Gypsies’ and Travellers’ lives. Even spaces 

that should have been safe and welcoming, like schools.

“But the-the teachers used to 
ring them up and get me searched 
before I could walk in. And they 

never used to help me.

Jim and Joe [father and son] talking about 
continuities in bullying and racism at school

I used to get arrested.
My dad used to come in

there all the time.”

“So from my generation to his 
generation, 20 year later, still 
happen to him. And now he's 20. 
My kids, my grandkids are 14.”

“you come back from work, and 
the boys say, oh, we’re all going 
fishing, me and the boys will grab 
a rod apiece, we go down to the 
river and have a laugh, a bit of 

banter for the day, with mates you 
ain’t seen for a long while…” 

 “It’s all about your children 
really and having a good family, 
a good close family, and look 

out for one another…
My mum and my dad, my sisters,

everyone, brothers-in-law.

I’m not being funny 
if my daughter 

gets married, he 
is my family, these 
people we try and 
stay close, we’re 
friends, help one 

another out in life 
and that’s just the 
way it is, they learn 
off one another.”  

Despite all the difficulties Gypsies and Travellers 
face on the road, it’s still a way of life that they 

value and want to pass on to their children.

“when you see on a field 
and it’s all green and 
lovely and the sun is 

shining

you’re just getting on 
doing you’re cleaning 

up, doing whatever,

but you can see your children 
all out there playing, happy, 

smiling, laughing, joking out in 
a big green field… 

“Life is only short and 
well we all know it.” 

Steve 

 It’s the company, that’s what I 
mean, it’s seeing the children 
are happy, they’re mixing with 

their own.” 

Louise 

Not enough pitches on authorised 
sites. Criminalised for being mobile 
and pulling up somewhere. Planning 
permission for living on their own 

plots of land turned down.

Where were Gypsies and Travellers 
to go? Was there really no place for 
them in modern, multicultural Britain? 

for more information visit
www.realities-checked.org

when you go to pull on a site and you’ve got a tip next door to you, 
where the whole of [the city] is dumping in, how could you live there? 
You’re literally touching the wall of it.  When you’re eating your food 

of a night-time, you’re smelling rubbish from the dump.”

The worst economic recession for fifty years made it difficult 
for Gypsies and Travellers to make a living.

Anne-Lee

Because it was full of 
Travellers, thousands 
of Travellers, terrible. 

Everyone was competing… 
It was hard to get work.

So you just took what you 
could… we’ve moved from 
there from Manchester, we 

moved on to Oldham… 

we went up to Newark and 
places like that. But when 

we were in Derby, the police 
were that harsh in Derby.”

People who were still mobile faced 
increasing harassment from the 
police and local authorities, as 
well as growing media hostility. 

They were criticized for the costs 
involved in providing authorised 
sites; for the costs of evicting 

them from unauthorised sites; and 
of cleaning up after they had been 

moved off.

Some more progressive councils, working with Gypsy and Traveller 
organisations, developed Traveller Education and other services that 

recognised their distinctive heritage and way of life. 
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