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The years between the wars (1919-39) in Britain were often regarded as something of a ‘golden

age’ for English Gypsies and Travellers. Agricultural work was plentiful, roads were largely open to

waggons and vardos, the beautifully decorated and carved Gypsy caravans, and the profound social

and economic changes of the post-war 1950s and 1960s had not robbed the Romany Gypsies and

Travellers of their livelihoods, lifestyles and heritage.

Romany people [English Gypsies] whose accounts have been collected and recorded, or those

who have written their own stories, often contain references to this time, couched in a kind of glow.

There are many photographs from this time of families, waggons and trailers, camps and

places’, working in the fields hop-picking or amongst the trees cherry-picking, to be found in
collections and anthologies that would appear to support such a notion. In a sense, the period

1850-1950, is the 'waggon-time and after’ (Harvey 1999), from when Romany Gypsies and Travellers

first took up living and travelling in vardos in the mid-nineteenth century, to the point where the

Town & Country Planning Act of 1947 and a host of other legislation began to radically alter the

landscape for Romany Gypsies and Travellers in Britain forever.

Such a golden vision rarely encompasses the whole picture, of course, as the evidence from

numerous other testimonies shows. The antagonism towards Romany Gypsies and Travellers, both

from the authorities and local residents of cities and towns, was increasingly apparent, as British

society became more urbanised (and polarised between town and country) and the pressure on

the countryside, by expanding development, brought tensions between the sedentary, agrarian

and travelling populations into sharp relief. The number of evictions, usually organised by the local

police constabulary and whichever men the police officers could "round up" (often from the public
houses), were increasingly frequent and began to tackle more often the traditional stopping places

that had been established for decades (Orpington, Belvedere Marsh, Corke's Meadow, Ruxley Pit

and St Mary's Cray, to name a few) rather than just the roadside encampments, harassing families

and communities.




