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Abstract 

There exists a dispersed digital archive of British (specifically here English and Welsh) Romani oral 

histories. Some recordings are held in museums and archives; others are available online. The purpose 

of such oral history projects is ostensibly to preserve and share a cultural heritage amongst 

Romanies/Gypsies, Roma and Travellers and to educate non-Romanies (or Gorjas) about these 

communities. The article affectively reframes the concept of white guilt as Gorja shame, and 

considers the role this plays in listening to Romani oral histories. In rethinking the power of Romani 

pride in the oral history archive, it displaces the long-held scholarly authority of the non-Romani with 

interest in Gypsy culture, using shame productively to become a different kind of listener.  
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She talks in a croaky low voice, the voice of 100,000 cigarettes and a million lifetimes. She 

regales us with tales of long ago, of stories almost forgotten. 

Proud Gypsy Traveller1 

 

I have been trying to listen; to listen carefully and with respect. I may mishear, and will almost 

certainly misunderstand. What it is to listen as an outsider? Who am I when I’m listening? Why does 

the listening come with shame and what should one do with that?  

The listening has been to online oral histories of English and Welsh Romani people, some of 

whom describe themselves as Gypsies or as Travellers (and ‘Traveller’ can also refer to someone who 

is not ethnically Romani, such as Irish Travellers and New Travellers). I am not Romani myself, so 

might be described as a Gorja by Romani people – this word is also spelt Gorjer, Gorgio or Gorjie, 

and takes different forms in other vernaculars, dialects and countries. At the beginning of a workshop 

convened in 2012, attendees made their introductions and some chose to describe themselves as 

Gypsy, Roma and Gorja. One person described herself as ‘ethnically a Gypsy but culturally a Gorja’, 

reflecting an upbringing amongst non-Gypsy people.2 To be Gorja is to be outside Romani culture. 

David Cressy, in his work, prefers ‘not to use the Romani word gorgio (or its variants gaujo, gadze , 

and so on) to describe non-Gypsies, a practice that risks a condescending affectation of solidarity’.3 

Until the writing of this article I was of the same view, but in asking ‘who am I when I’m listening?’, 

this was the answer I found and felt in the recorded oral histories, an affect rather than an affectation. 

Like Elspeth Probyn, I am keen to consider ‘trans-ethnic relations in ways that neither deny 

accountability nor obscure difference through an overidentification’, and my use of ‘Gorja’ is 

intended to highlight my difference from the oral history interviewees.4 I have used the word Gorja in 

italics throughout, to indicate clearly that this is not my word to do with as I please, but one included 

contingently here from another language and culture. I talk in more detail about the history of 

Romani/Gorja encounters below; the focus of this article is the act of listening to and reflecting on the 

oral histories of Romani or Gypsy or Traveller people.  

The Romani personal histories to which I have been paying attention were not collected by 

me. The verb ‘collect’ makes me bristle, all of a sudden, having spent decades reading (and writing) 

about members of the Gypsy Lore Society in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries who would 

collect Romani stories as trophies, prideful and with little attention to their power and privilege.5 

Nineteenth-century scholarly collection is, of course, profoundly connected to colonialism and race. 

Following Johannes Fabian’s meditation on anthropological recording, I am not the author nor 

collector of these texts.6 Some of the oral histories that are the subject of this article were recorded 



with a listener like me, a Gorja, in mind; many were not. That evocation of listening to family, placed 

as an epigram to the article, is not the kind of listening I can claim. In no sense are these ‘my’ stories. 

I did not visit special archives or gain permission to hear them, as they have deliberately been placed 

in the public domain – and for this reason often have less archival information attached to them, such 

as the identity of the interviewer or date and circumstances of the interview. Most of them are fairly 

recent history. The stories constitute, then, a dispersed digital archive, digital ‘contact zones’, though 

the projects that collected the oral histories are generally rooted in a particular place (Cambridge, 

Cardiff, the West Midlands).7 Fabian notes that the ‘virtual archive on the Internet changes the 

conditions and constraints of presenting knowledge’, and, of course, produces a different potential 

readership than ‘conventional’ anthropological or oral history publications. The text (the oral history, 

or Fabian’s recording) is ‘not a depository of facts but a mediator’.8 The listener matters in these 

stories that travel, and the oral history projects I cite do anticipate listeners who care. For instance, the 

organisation Oblique Arts undertook, with the Museum of Cambridge, a project in 2018 titled ‘Oral 

Histories: Roma & Traveller Communities in Cambridgeshire’, with a special focus on Midsummer 

Fair in Cambridge. The project was funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund, and the aim was to collect, 

record and share the stories of people with ‘English Gypsy, Traveller and Roma Heritage’, sharing not 

just online but via physical exhibitions and events.9 The website notes that ‘the Travelling 

community’ in Cambridgeshire is the largest ethnic minority ‘and very much discriminated against’. 

The idea was to ‘allow Travellers to tell their stories to the wider community of Cambridge’. The oral 

histories are available on the organisation’s website, but might also be found on YouTube and in 

excerpt on Facebook; the project noted that the materials would be ‘accessible and interpreted by a 

wide audience, with a view to informing and educating as many people as possible’. Meanwhile, The 

Romani Cultural and Arts Company made twenty oral histories available directly on YouTube or on 

their website as part of a 2013 project called ‘Tales from the Trailer: The Story of Gypsies and 

Travellers in Cardiff’, though the specific project website is now defunct. This project, too, was 

funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund and, according to a Travellers Times article about the website 

launch, the interviews were undertaken by a Romani interviewer, Patricia Knight.10 Other stories on 

the Travellers Times website from 2006 are designed to ‘help us to understand: how Travellers were 

viewed in the past; how these views have changed; traditional Traveller trades and artefacts; the part 

the Travellers played in agriculture and their relationship to nature and the landscape’.11 This article is 

interested in understanding not just those features, but also the ‘us’ mentioned at the beginning of the 

quotation. 

The orientation of the article is affective, specifically focused on the experience of shame as a 

member of a majority population listening to some of the experiences of a persecuted minority. 

Listening, as I have already indicated, is not just the physical act of allowing the words to enter my 

consciousness via my ear, but a reflection from a particular ethnic, political, personal and professional 

position. I interrogate the place and productiveness of shame following its experience; after all, this 



shame could simply be consigned as ‘white tears’: unhelpful in most cases and offensive in others. As 

Lauren Berlant (amongst others) notes, ‘compassionate liberalism is, at best, a kind of sandpaper on 

the surface of the racist monument whose structural and economic solidity endures’: nothing changes, 

though the white liberal feels engaged.12 I draw on affect theory as it has been understood in the 

humanities, working most closely with Elspeth Probyn’s working through of shame. According to 

Eric Shouse, affect is a ‘moment of unformed and unstructured potential’.13 Similarly, in describing 

affect as something that ‘throws itself together in a moment as an event and a sensation; a something 

both animated and inhabitable’, Kathleen Stewart asserts that the significance of affects ‘lies in the 

intensities they build and in what thoughts and feelings they make possible’.14 Melissa Gregg and 

Gregory Seigworth’s introduction to their reader of affect theory suggests that ‘affect is found in those 

intensities that pass body to body’, including ‘human, nonhuman, part-body, and otherwise’. In this 

case, it is the intensity of one body speaking that passes to the distanced body of the listener via the 

archiving technology of the recording device and the global fronds of the internet. Affect is, they add, 

‘the name we give to those forces […] that can serve to drive us toward movement, toward thought 

and extension’, something synonymous to ‘forces of encounter’.15 In Strange Encounters, Sara 

Ahmed insists on the affective particularity of encounters with ‘the other’.16 In these instances of 

listening, the speaker and I are each other’s other, Romani and Gorja. In relation to anthropology, 

Fabian notes that ‘listening is rarely made the topic of theoretical reflections or stories of auditory 

experiences’, but that Regina Bendix authored an exception some two decades ago.17 Bendix 

suggested that ‘the ear is an enormously important place for selecting and mediating from [a global 

cacophony] who we are and who we want to be’; this article dwells in and on that very place.18 

Following a contextual section on Romani history in Britain, the article sets out what I am 

calling ‘Gorja shame’, making an affective pivot from the much-discussed notion of ‘white guilt’. 

The article then turns to some themes and particularities of the oral histories themselves, focusing not 

just on the incidents which provoke Gorja shame, but on descriptions of a meaningful pride in one’s 

identity as Romani, Gypsy or Traveller expressed by the speakers. The excerpts are thus selected 

because of their affective resonance, but this does not mean that shame is a necessary or automatic 

reaction for all Gorja listeners. Indeed, the same listener may experience a different affect on a 

different day when listening to the same recording. Finally, I conclude with some suggestions for 

something new: a Gorja identity centred on listening. 

 

 

Romanies/Gorjas 

Powerfully reversing the frequent citation of a ‘Gypsy problem’, Ethel Brooks, in her ‘Europe is 

Ours’ manifesto, states that ‘Europe has a Gadje problem’. She asserts: ‘we have been enslaved, 

transported, evicted, expelled; we are trafficked, forcibly sterilised, murdered’. Meanwhile ‘you’ [the 

Gadje/Gorjas, which includes me] ‘have benefitted from our expertise […], from our labour […], 



from the violence – even as you may not have carried it out – and from the exoticisation of our 

culture’. This violence secures ‘your employment, your riches, your sense of superiority, your sense 

of your own cultural richness’. Romanies, says Brooks, ‘refuse this representation, […] Gadje 

representations of, fantasies of, manipulations of Gypsy-ness’.19  

Europe is Romani. Or, as Cressy puts it: ‘no part of Europe is without Gypsies’.20 Early Romani 

groups originated in north-western India and moved into the Middle East and then further west into 

Europe in the medieval period, with groups splitting off from each other on this westwards journey. 

Throughout Europe, these people were often referred to as ‘Egyptians,’ probably meaning ‘Little Egypt’ 

in what is now Greece. It is from here that the term ‘Gypsy’ derives, despised as a term by some today, 

but used as a marker of identity by others (and with a fair amount of ambivalence in between). The first 

record of Romani people in England is often evidenced at the year 1514 (an inquest that mentions an 

Egyptian woman), though, as Becky Taylor notes, the English already had preconceptions about 

Romani people from earlier accounts written in other countries.21 Cressy posits the reign of Henry VII 

as the period of arrival.22 It is recorded (much later, by a nineteenth-century author) that in 1519 the 

Earl of Surrey entertained Romanies (‘Gypsions’) at Tendring Hall in Suffolk and gave them safe 

conduct. Other encounters can be traced in nineteenth-century readings of gentry account books, 

mentioning Gypsies performing music and dance.23 Andrew Borde’s The Fyrst Boke of the Introduction 

of Knowledge from 1547 is probably the first English attempt to record words from the Romani 

language – the English were interested enough in Romanies to want to communicate some of their 

culture. This interest in Romani people became more systematic in Heinrich Grellmann’s late-

eighteenth-century Dissertation, translated from German into English and apparently the first text to 

examine ‘Gypsies’ as a subject of study (though it drew heavily on or plagiarised earlier works by 

different authors).24  

The Leeds parish registers of 1572 record the baptism of ‘Elizabeth, child of Anthony 

Smawleye, the Egypsion’ and further archival references to Romani presence are found from the 

north to the south of England (as well as Scotland and Wales) in the sixteenth century.25 The 

Egyptians Act of 1554 referred to those who ‘have enterprised to come over againe into this Realme’, 

so we can assume that previous attempts to keep Romanies out of England were unsuccessful.26 

Previously, all ‘strangers’ had been commanded to leave the realm. The Act was xenophobic, 

introducing the death penalty for ‘Egyptians’ who refused to leave the country, but was not 

comprehensively implemented because of the number of Romani people who were able to state that 

they had been born in England. Gypsies had suffered violent persecution throughout Europe and had 

hoped to escape it in England, but were greeted by a state that wanted to send them away, with severe 

punishment if they refused. An Act of 1563 made it a felony for anyone born in England to join the 

group calling themselves Egyptians, bringing English- and Welsh-born Romanies under anti-Gypsy 

legislation. This remained in force until 1783, though as Cressy records it was ‘rarely rigorously 

enforced’.27 Romanies were ‘familiar travellers’ across all of England by the seventeenth century: ‘by 



the Stuart era they were heavily anglicized, though not assimilated, integrated, or accepted’, and 

‘malignant stereotypes continued to shape their image’.28 Cressy points out that what is missing from 

centuries of English and Welsh Romani history are ‘the voices of Gypsies themselves’.29 The projects 

on which this article draws enable ongoing narratives of Romanies in Britain with those voices at the 

centre. 

Jumping forward two centuries, the first issue of the Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society in 

1888 aimed to record, collect and store examples of a language and culture that scholars assumed was 

degenerating and would soon vanish altogether.30 This is a sentiment echoed by some individuals in 

the recent oral histories to which I have listened, usually by elders of the community. The difference 

is that nineteenth-century non-Romani scholars fetishized purity of language and bloodline, and 

considered that they knew far more about Gypsy life than the Romani people who lived it. Indeed, 

they sought out information about Romani life via interviews in tents and around campfires, then 

collaborated to construct and assert what they assumed was their superior and authoritative version of 

that life. The Gypsy Lore Society’s members venerated the work of George Borrow, whose Lavengro 

(1851) and The Romany Rye (1857) were extraordinarily popular and introduced many people to the 

term ‘gorgio’. To paint a very broad brushstroke, art, literature and non-fiction of the Victorian and 

Edwardian periods saw Gypsies as dark, dangerous and different. These were the fantasies of Gypsy-

ness, to quote Brooks once more. In his novel Aylwin (1899), for instance, Theodore Watts-Dunton 

painted a nostalgic and romanticised picture of Romani life. One character, Sinfi Lovell, suggests that 

Romani cultural and social survival depended on isolation from other communities: ‘the Romanies is 

gittin’ too fond by half o’ the Gorgios, and will be soon jist like mumply Gorgios themselves, 

speckable and silly’.31 Conformity to the mainstream Gorja ways would be, this fictional character 

(and her Gypsy Lore Society author) asserts, the death knell of authentic Romani life.  

 Becky Taylor’s study of Travellers in twentieth-century Britain explains that Romani people 

were, by the Edwardian period, still engaged in ‘traditional’ ways of making a living, from fruit 

picking and horse trading to knife grinding and working at fairs (all mentioned in the oral histories 

collected by the projects mentioned above), as well as the usual occupations of the day, like working 

in mills and factories. Maintaining a life on the road was challenging, ‘seeking out marginal land in 

the context of limited choice, regular eviction and negotiation with farmers and other members of 

settled society’. Various pieces of legislation attempted to regulate Romani and Traveller travelling 

life.32 

The 1950s and 60s saw a crisis in the availability of suitable stopping places for travelling 

Romani people. Government policy (and the scholarship and reports on which this policy was based) 

ignored the profound cultural reasons for travel, assuming that all of these people needed or wanted 

homes and assimilation. The 1960 Caravan Sites and Control of Development Act required sites to 

have planning permission and a licence, making it extremely difficult for people who had bought their 



own land to overwinter there, and for farmers to allow Romanies and Travellers to stay on their land. 

These difficulties are borne out in the oral histories. The 1968 Caravan Sites Act put the onus on local 

authorities to provide accommodation, the ‘sites’ such as Shirenewton and Rover Way in Cardiff 

discussed by interviewees. In 1994, then Home Secretary Michael Howard introduced the Criminal 

Justice and Public Order Act which, despite opposition from local authorities, the Association of 

Chief Police Officers and other national bodies passed into law to become what was termed ‘the 

modern equivalent of an act of enclosure’.33 

In 2018, I co-curated an exhibition of Leeds University Library’s Gypsy, Traveller and Roma 

collections. Gypsies and Travellers also involved in the curation felt that a hand-painted ‘No Gipsies 

Served Here’ sign should be on display because it clearly showed the prejudice Romani people faced 

in their daily lives. A sign like the one in the exhibition played an important role in the debate about 

the legal definitions of ‘Gypsy’ and ‘Traveller’. In 1988, the Commission for Racial Equality took a 

London pub landlord to court for a sign saying ‘No Travellers’ (CRE v Dutton, 1988). Was this a 

deliberate attempt to discriminate on the basis of race or ethnicity under the 1976 Race Relations Act? 

To answer, the case had to determine whether Travellers were an ethnic group, and a separate one to 

Gypsies. The judge decided that Travellers were not the same as Gypsies, but also that Gypsies should 

not be understood as an ethnic group themselves. The case went to appeal, and this time it was 

decided that Gypsies are, legally, an ethnic group (and caselaw established Irish Travellers as a group 

to which race equality duty applies in 2000). The oral histories to which I have been listening do not 

focus on the abstractions of law, or definitions, or the state; they focus on direct or community 

experience. They are, though, very clear that to be Romani/Gypsy/Traveller is one thing, and to be 

Gorja is something else.  

 

Shame 

On reading Ethel Brooks’s words, how can a Gorja not feel shame? She articulates the problems I 

level at myself. This shame is something like white guilt, but not quite. Robin Diangelo has cogently 

outlined white fragility and its paralysing effect on white people’s ability to talk about racism. As 

white people, we are taught to believe that ‘our group memberships, such as race, class, or gender, are 

irrelevant to our opportunities’, while ‘suggesting that white people have racial prejudice is perceived 

as saying we are bad and should be ashamed’, leading to defensiveness rather than reflection. Some of 

the patterns that are the ‘foundation of white fragility’ are: a ‘failure to understand that we bring our 

group’s history with us, that history matters’, ‘unwillingness to listen’, ‘lack of authentic interest in 

the perspectives of people of color’ and ‘guilt that paralyzes or allows inaction’.34 If nothing else, this 

article is an exercise in bringing my group’s history (English Gorja) with Romani people to a 

willingness to listen with care to Romani oral histories – trying to do more than simply ‘protect [my] 



moral reputation’.35 Examining white settler shame in Canada, Sarah Kizuk frames it as ‘the 

emotional response to seeing one’s culpability and feeling it as reflective of who we are’.36 The 

problem, she says, is that attempts to re-establish the self as worthy of pride also maintain colonial 

systems of oppression, fixing the image of the settler rather than repairing the damaged relationship 

with Indigenous peoples. The reason I want to spend time in the affect of listening is because ‘our 

numbness to the racial injustice that occurs daily is key to holding it in place’.37 White fragility and 

white guilt have been critiqued for inducing numbness, while a focus on the nuanced affect of shame 

– in this case, specifically Gorja shame – enables a more engaged and potentially generative listening. 

This is, of course, politically risky: as Ahmed and Kizuk have pointed out, the centring of the white 

listener can ‘erase the people telling the story’.38   

Elspeth Probyn has explored what we can do with such affects. Shame ‘is not usually thought 

of in a positive light’, she notes, but it is ‘intimately connected’ to interest. Shame is particular: ‘what 

shames me may not shame you. But whatever it is that shames you will be something important to 

you, an essential part of yourself’. Like white guilt, Gorja shame can be a dangerous state to inhabit 

because it lies on the ‘border between moving forward into more interest or falling back into 

humiliation’.39 As I listen to the effects of my group’s history of encounters with Romani people, 

provoking memories of other in-person conversations, my ears may burn, my eyes might prick with 

tears, my cheeks might flush, I may sweat and feel physically uncomfortable; my throat might feel 

tight, I may feel heat at the base of my skull, my voice may be high or choked when I try to speak; my 

stomach might drop and other muscles might feel out of control. This is because ‘our bodies can also 

tell us when we have stumbled into other people’s history, culture, and beliefs of which we are 

ignorant’. Shame is ‘our body’s way of telling us that we are interested and that we will continue to be 

despite shame’s painful interruption’. Shame induces reflection and ‘illuminates our intense 

attachment to the world, our desire to be connected with others’. Probyn suggests that guilt is ‘more 

publicly acceptable than shame’. The latter is ‘deeply related not only to how others think about us 

but also to how we think about ourselves’. The shame with which this article engages is related to 

how we think about ourselves via the voices of others. This kind of shame cannot be ‘relieved by 

apology’ and it is ‘neither heroic nor scandalous’.40 What are the words, anecdotes, experiences, 

histories that induce Gorja shame in this listener? 

 

Listening to Romani oral histories 

 

The excerpts I have quoted here are selected because they had the most resonance for me as a Gorja 

listener, and this selection would not be the same for everyone. To start, Christine Fisher, ‘born to 



music’ at the Mountsorrel fairground in Cambridgeshire, remembered one of her teachers as part of 

the Oblique Arts collection:  

 

she’d just pick on me for nothing; absolutely nothing. But obviously she… it was racism. […] 

I didn’t tell anybody. I should have done, it was awful.41  

 

The secrecy of this experience, the child hiding racist abuse from her family and friends, makes me 

sad and ashamed, but it also makes me lean in and become attuned to the language she uses as an 

adult thinking back to her education. There is no point in my saying ‘sorry’: for whom would I be 

apologising? The teacher I never met? My ethnic group? The shame cannot be relieved by apology. I 

can listen to the history but I cannot change it. The affective weight of the recording is increased with 

images of Fisher at school age. She continues:  

 

I really didn’t know what had hit me, going to school. It was cruel. The children were cruel, a 

couple of teachers were cruel. 

 

Cruelty: shame. Fisher’s voice, the one she uses now to record what was once secret, was also the 

source of bullying:  

 

I didn’t speak the same as them. I mean, we spoke Romani. That was our language. I mean I 

didn’t go out, I knew not to speak it elsewhere, but I’d still got an accent. I was different so 

they’d pick on me.  

 

Ultimately, this experience of ‘education’ was entirely counterproductive: 

 

I didn’t learn anything because I was petrified, constantly frightened. Constantly bullied, 

picked on. Awful. And I was glad when I didn’t have to go again and we were travelling 

again. 

  

Travelling is the diametric opposite to Fisher’s experience at school: 

 

It was freedom. It was: yeah. It was happiness. Sheer happiness. […] Because it was our life.  

 

I have fallen forward into deeper interest, and it makes me hang on to the ‘our life’ of that sentence. 

The school system was exclusive and cruel for Christine, but it was fine for me because I am a Gorja; 

in a white supremacist society, I was rewarded and included for being white. Travelling is hers, 



though, and it is not mine. It is her freedom and community, and I am attuned to hear it, because of 

the shame I feel about her education.  

As part of the ‘Tales from the Trailer: The Story of Gypsies and Travellers in Cardiff’ project 

undertaken by the Romani Cultural and Arts Company, Sophie Price told her story in 2013. She 

begins: ‘I’ve lived on Rover Way all me life and I don’t intend on leaving it.’ Like Christine Fisher, 

she ‘got bullied a lot in school’:  

 

I did like school, I wanted to learn, but the teachers wouldn’t help you. […] I’d be put in the 

back of the class or in the corner away from everyone else ‘cos I wasn’t good enough to sit 

with them. They’d just call you “smelly Gypsy” and put you in the back.42 

 

Shame burns here: I heard this insult thrown around many times at school. Another burning: 

indignation for the girl who wanted to learn but was put in the corner, who maintained her motivation 

to learn despite these obstacles. Price left formal education before the start of secondary school and 

worked with her father. Again, I’m leaning in to hear her resolve and pride in the life that followed 

school. She describes going to a fair as part of her father’s business selling horses:  

 

you see all the people you haven’t seen for ages and ages, and they all loves ya, all wants to 

know ya, ‘cos you’re Sophie.  

 

It is the cadence that I listened to again and again here, because she says her own name so softly and 

gently, in a way that speaks of the love of her community towards her, in direct counterpoint to her 

treatment at school: loved for who she is/taunted for who they think she is. There is great pride, too, in 

the community of the Rover Way site:  

 

we all look out for each other on here, and nobody wants for anything. If one person goes 

short, someone else will help them out. 

 

The location of the site is dangerous, however, being right next to a busy road:  

 

the council have been told about it loads of times by different people. We’ve had councillors 

out to come and have their photo taken with the children and after they has their photo took, 

they’re gone, because they only wants their photo opportunity to get in the newspaper, to 

bother with the Gypsies, say they’re going with the minority, but nothing ever gets done.  

 

My shame here is the shame of a Gorja who has listened, and talked, and written – but nothing ever 

actually gets done. I have written thousands of words in the name of countering anti-Gypsyism and 



dismantling stereotypes, but nothing seems to change. This is, to draw on Lisa Slater’s work about 

‘Good White People’, an ugly, ambivalent feeling a ‘realisation of powerlessness and uselessness’.43 

My response to Christine Fisher’s and Sophie Price’s histories is to a kind of recounting that 

includes me in its audience. I want, briefly, to draw attention to Hendry McAlister’s stories in the 

Romani Cultural and Arts collection because of their difference from many Romani oral histories in 

this sort of project. He talks, like others in the community, about the way things have changed and in 

a sense declined, how people have gone ‘gorjified’: ‘it’s the way of the people’. Rather than full 

explanations of terms and practices, though, anticipating a broad listenership, McAlister’s 

recollections feel like they are for the Romani community, not for a listener like me. They are stories 

for those who understand how to balance a kettle prop, who know about Gypsy cob horses, about 

what it is to fight.44 McAlister publicly defended his community’s rights to privacy in 2011 in the 

notoriously anti-Gypsy and Traveller publication, the Daily Mail.45 McAlister’s words, in oral history 

and the press, powerfully keep his community from prying eyes, making the listener pause and 

wonder why they listen, whether it is politically acceptable to listen or to take anything from the story.  

McAlister refers to boxing in his oral history, and it is a common thread through many of the 

oral histories. In another recording, Amy James talks about her brothers’ boxing prowess, the write 

ups they received in newspapers, and how they turned professional: ‘they done good for theirselves’. 

Her pride is a shared one: ‘I was really, really proud of me brothers then […] everybody was proud of 

them, and everybody knowed them over it’. When James turns to talk about romantic relationships, 

she speaks about issues which find recognition amongst members of her community, but that are 

explained for those without. For instance:  

 

If I look at a boy or start chatting to a boy, me name’ll be took away. And that’d be my 

culture and everything all just gone, you know? No-one’d bother with me.  

 

She refers to Gorjas as ‘the other kind, the opposite of us’, but in the context of being respectful to 

people outside the community: ‘In the Gypsy way, if you ain’t got respect then you ain’t got nothing’. 

Unlike McAlister she explains, as if for an outsider, the difference between what people see on the 

television programme Big Fat Gypsy Weddings – largely a hyped-up version of Irish Traveller culture 

– and Gypsy culture: ‘The Travellers are… they’re different altogether than us; we got different 

ways’.46 Both James’s explanations and McAlister’s lack of them ensure I inhabit a Gorja listening 

position. This makes me reconsider the listening itself: am I listening in? Overhearing? Standing with 

my face pressed to the site gates? This brings me back to Probyn’s assertion that our bodies can tell us 

when we have stumbled into other people’s history, culture, and beliefs of which we are ignorant. 

When I pay attention to shame – paying attention as a deliberately different strategy to the ‘collection’ 



of earlier scholars – I pay attention to the type of listener I am to these oral histories. As an 

interviewee, Laurel Price makes the differences between Romani and Gorja even more explicit than 

James. She distinguishes between her culture’s hygiene practices and those of the Gorjas, such as 

washing tea towels along with dirty clothes, or washing crockery in the sink where other cleaning 

takes place. This is factual information that I recognise, but it doesn’t mean I know or could navigate 

the cultural rules. I am very much a Gorja as I think about how I clean clothes and kitchens. Price’s 

interview is especially interesting because she engages the interviewer. ‘You’re a Gorja aren’t you? 

No?’ At this (silent in the recording) answer she starts talking about ‘they’. ‘We’re different 

altogether, my chil’, she affirms.47  

 

Julie (pronounced ‘Julia’) Janes begins her interview with a familiar litany of names, a roll call of the 

Janes family, including nieces and nephews: ‘we’re all Welsh’. Janes lived on Rover Way Road, 

where some traditional practices could still be maintained when she was younger: ‘My mother used to 

cook outside; not only my mother, everybody else used to cook outside’. She has since moved into a 

house, and compares this experience with the sense of community on the site: 

 

I’ve been in this street here, this council estate here, for twenty year. There’s not one person 

have respected me since the day I’ve been here. That’s why I don’t bother to go out.  

 

This social isolation is compounded by a feeling of neglect from the authorities. Bodies like the local 

council and the police ‘don’t treat us right.’ Some interviewees in this project look for signs of 

positive change in anti-Gypsyism and racist attitudes, but Janes is much more pessimistic: ‘I’ve seen 

no change. Not in the culture’. She gives an example experienced by her eldest granddaughter: 

 

 She said ‘Granny,’  

‘What?’ 

‘[inaudible] called me “Gyppo”.’ 

Well I said ‘baby, you are one; be proud of it’.  

She said ‘well why did they do that?’  

And I said ‘they’re no different, my baby, but they don’t like us,’ I said. […]  

She said ‘I told ‘em I’m proud to be who I am and I’m not ashamed of it’.48 

 

Theresa Smith, though a different generation, had a similar experience:  

 

They’d call you a fleabag, a Gypsy – they’d know that you was a Gypsy. I don’t know how 

but they would know. You’d get mistreated.  

 



She maintained an open mind in the face of this: ‘As we growed up we learned that there was good 

and bad in Gorjas – some good people and some bad people’.49 As far as Janes is concerned, ‘the only 

culture nobody’s helped is the Travellers’ culture’. She describes an incident when she and her family 

tried to stay at a holiday park for a week like any other caravan owner, with the pitch booked by her 

daughter-in-law:  

 

Soon as we drove in through the gate, […] ‘oh,’ she said ‘no, I don’t want no Gypsies on this 

park, it’s not for Gypsies’, she said, ‘it’s a holiday park’.  

Well, I said ‘I’ve come on holiday.’ 

‘Get off now’, she said. And I’ve paid to go on there and I was put off. I was going on 

holiday. That was my holiday.  

 

That Romani people should be denied equality of education, community amongst others on an estate, 

a life free from racist abuse, and even a week’s holiday, is shaming. In spite of this, Janes has hope for 

the future: ‘I wants my children to grow up mixed with everybody’. 

Doreen Probert’s experience of school is much like those already described. After attending 

‘a Gypsy school on the Speedway’ she went to Ninian Park school:  

 

Didn’t wanna go. Too many Gorjies. We were called a lot of names. […] We never learnt 

nothing, because we were put in a corner.  

 

Life outside school is recollected much more positively, especially on Leckwith Common, including 

fetching water, eating rabbit and hedgehog, and making ‘Gypsy cakes’ outside:  

 

Flour, currents, egg, water and sugar. That would be all mixed together and put in the pan. 

Black pan.  

 

Probert mourns the loss of the Romani language and Gypsy culture:  

 

In a couple of years down the line there’ll be nothing of the Gypsy life for them children. […] 

They’ve got to go to fairs and to shows and see their own people.50  

 

Alongside pride in the distinctiveness of Romani/Gypsy culture is the fear of the younger generation 

becoming, in Hendry McAlister’s term, ‘gorjified’. Tony Price, another interviewee, notes that 

‘there’s a lot married out, and they’re stuck between two cultures’. The Gypsies, he says, ‘have got to 

stand for what they want’.51  



 

In a series of recordings for the charity Friends, Families and Travellers, interviewees had similar 

concerns for the future of the language and culture.52 Marya suggested that  

 

it’s down to parents, it’s your responsibility, to teach your child your language […]. You 

speak to them in Romanes, otherwise it’ll die out.  

 

George commented on the absence of cultural monuments compared to statues and buildings to the 

memory of Gorja achievements: ‘What the Gypsies got? They got nothing! Only what they carry 

inside them, and what they got in their heads!’ This point about the lack of cultural monuments is one 

I will remember, an important assertion about British public cultural life. Well-known author and 

broadcaster Damian LeBas made his implied audience clear in saying,  

 

I’m going to speak a bit of Romani now, but I’m not going to translate it because people 

listening will know what it means if they speak it.  

 

For me, as a Gorja listener, this was an important moment of exclusive linguistic pride.  

For those familiar with Romani culture in the UK, hearing Isaac Blake’s oral history is 

something like hearing a celebrity tell his story. Blake is the Director of the Romani Cultural and Arts 

Company and a prominent voice for his community. He begins his interview: ‘As you know I’m a 

Romani Gypsy’. Later, he asserts, ‘I’m really proud to be a Gypsy, a Gypsy man’. The shame I have 

felt hearing about racism and exclusion has refined my attention to claims of pride in response, and 

such assertions thus provoke an empathic swelling of feeling in me, the listener; not identification nor 

sympathy, but a pleasure in hearing these words spoken. They shine out of the oral histories recorded 

for diverse listeners. Blake’s father was also named Isaac Blake, but his Gypsy name was ‘Mushi’. 

Isaac Blake junior was thus Mushi-boy. Isaac senior was  

 

a real worker. And he took pride in training people, young boys and young girls in the Gypsy 

community to make their own living.  

 

He taught Isaac junior the Romani language  

 

but also how to be responsible for ourselves, and sensible to yourself and respectful about 

yourself and your body, and about how you should treat elders.  

 



Again, these assertions of pride and self-respect sing out to a listener who has been shamed by the 

detail of anti-Gypsyism. This pride was hard-won, though. Blake himself kept quiet about his identity 

when he went to college, university, and initially in professional life:  

 

I had witnessed how other Gypsies got treated at work or when they went into shops, when I 

was quite young. […] I wanted just to be a regular person and have the same opportunities as 

anyone else. […] I wasn’t Isaac Blake, a Gypsy boy, or Isaac Blake, a non-Gypsy, I was just a 

regular person.  

 

Blake also speaks with pride about the positive impact of the various projects the Company has run: 

‘children now in school are self-identifying as Gypsy and Traveller community, where they haven’t 

done before’.53 Blake’s ownership of and pride in his identity amongst Gorjas is being positively 

communicated to a younger audience.  

The oral histories hosted on the Travellers Times website as the ‘Travellers Remember’ 

project (2018), focused on the West Midlands, includes Romani oral histories, those of Irish 

Travellers and New Travellers.54 The stories are accompanied by family photographs, with the 

textures of aged photographs retained in their digital form. Most of these stories are focused on 

capturing old ways of living and working that have faded away. They are carefully curated, with 

evocative titles. In ‘The Eldest’s Tale’, Diane Locke tells of hawking when she was a child:  

 

We picked wildflowers: daffodils, primroses, snowdrops and things like that, and we’d bunch 

them up and keep them overnight and then go on a bus the next day and stand on the streets 

and sell them, to get money.55  

 

In ‘Working for bread’ Joe dispels some of the nostalgia about the old ways: how hard the spring and 

summer agricultural work was, and how low the pay compared to scrap metal collecting in Gloucester 

in the winter. However  

 

now, after you look back on it, it was like a holiday, because everybody, relations and 

Travellers from all over the country, you’d pull onto the field with them.56 

 

Similarly, Michael Freeman remembers the benefits to the hard labour of the hop harvest:  

 

The good thing about hops was Travellers from all over the country used to go to all different 

hop farms, gather together, laugh and joke, go to the trumpet club in the evenings, have a 

good old time singing and tap-dancing, this, that and the other.57  



 

With mechanisation, though, ‘it’s all died out’. For Jane, it was pea-picking time that brought both 

work and community: ‘the best times of your life’.58 These stories have particular resonance for me, 

having heard tales from older friends and relatives about pea- and hop harvests; sometimes these 

stories would involve details of working alongside Romani people, but the Gorja pickers I knew did 

not feel the same ties to this annual labour, the same opportunity to meet with a community.59 These 

stories draw me in because of their relevance to those I have heard before, but as a listener I back 

away again – the shame once more that comes with stumbling into other people’s history and culture. 

Someone like me will never feel quite like Sylvie does about the changing of the seasons and what 

that means for travel, because she has lived and breathed it in a way that is particular to her culture 

and community:  

 

You know like when it’s coming on summer time, and you’ve had winter, and it’s coming in 

to summer time, to spring and that, you like wants to go then, you just feels bored and you 

wants to go, you know to travel and that.60  

 

A non-Romani might similarly feel the coming of spring with affective joy, but when she says ‘you 

know’ those without her life experiences do not, cannot. When May Price says ‘the wagons is the old-

fashioned caravans, if you don’t get my meaning’, the non-Romani listener might know what she 

means but is distanced from her as she feels the need to explain her memory for such a listener.61  

I have listened and felt shame as individuals describe the name-calling, the barring from 

learning, the effect my group has on Romani language and culture over time. But that shame has also 

drawn me closer to the stories, made my interest in Gypsy pride and memory more profound. I can 

never share that pride or those memories as a Gorja listener, but I can hear them. Where do I go next 

with that shame and the interest it registers?62 

 

 

Conclusion 

The list of Gorja shame affects above includes what happens to the voice. It goes high and choked as 

the throat constricts. That such moments of discomfort can be isolated (for a non-Romani) to specific 

sites of listening, in contrast to the perpetual discomfort of racism, is a clear demonstration of white 

privilege at work. But this impact on the voice is something to which we might pay close attention: it 

is time to listen, not speak, and my body tells me this is so. Shame, says Probyn 



is a powerful instance of embodiment, but it is also called into being by, and then inflects, 

historical and political circumstance. […] At the personal and individual level, it may be the 

wellspring for all sorts of actions.63  

In itself, Kizuk indicates, shame is ‘an insufficient condition for responsible action’.64 What actions, 

then, and how? They must be personal and individual, as the language used throughout this article has 

made clear. This is because movement away from the individual to the group can make shame a 

rallying call, at which point ‘the potential for reflection diminishes’.65 This conclusion, then, is a 

personal reflection on the individual experience of listening to Romani oral histories and not a 

rallying call. Julie Janes’s granddaughter said: ‘I’m proud to be who I am and I’m not ashamed of it’. 

I feel shame in the face of what she was called, but how does the listener of that oral history do 

something about it? How do I connect, like this young woman did, to an identity in this listening 

moment? My answer is one at which I hinted in the introduction: to listen as a Gorja and hear my 

group and its history described whenever the term is used, to ‘learn to live with’ the anxiety this might 

induce.66 I have previously heard/used the term as ‘the other of the Romani’, which is a very academic 

avoidance of discomfort. If I take the shame felt listening to the oral histories and use it to fashion a 

Gorja identity, to claim that identity, then my investment in the politics of Gorja/Romani encounters 

alters. Sophie Price in Cardiff was impatient with the virtue signalling of those who had their pictures 

taken to show that they ‘bother with the Gypsies, say they’re going with the minority’ but then don’t 

manage to change anything. Rather than fall back on the inaction and distancing of white guilt, 

inhabiting Gorja shame and using that interest and that connection opens up the possibility of being a 

Gorja. My research has long been interested in the histories of those connections – the antagonistic 

and the open; the statutes and working alongside each other; the racism and the love affairs – but to 

return to those histories self-consciously as a Gorja (rather than simply ‘an academic’) is to be 

implicated in those histories in different ways. Judith Okley, whose embedded anthropological 

research in the 1970s on ‘Traveller-Gypsies’ (‘a highly dynamic, amazing, resourceful, brilliant 

culture’) has been as controversial as it has been informative and inspirational, suggested more 

recently that in academic research ‘the prioritising of distancing, parading as [a] scientific universal 

lives on’.67 In place of this distanced universalism, this article suggests a specific affective interest – 

in this case, Gorja listening that eschews ‘manipulations of Gypsy-ness’. This means hearing oneself 

in the word and attempting to understand the self as an other’s other in order to recognise how 

concerns, memories and autobiographical accounts are framed for, or exclude, an other and her 

expectations. It means not claiming authority and knowledge (one of my most shameful moments was 

when a newspaper described me as a ‘Gypsy expert’ because of my academic credentials). To be a 

Gorja is to inhabit otherness and cede authority and centre ground. The power of the dispersed digital 

Romani oral history archive lies not in any Gorja interpretation of it, but in the Romani pride it 

articulates on Romani terms.  
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