183

THE MYSTERIOUS MINORITY
DECEMBER 8, 1986

ETHAN B. STANLEY

They call themselves Rom, a generic name meaning man
or husband, derived from the world Romani, which Is also the name of
their language. They call all those who are not Rom gadje or gadjos.
They are a nomadic race who first appeared in Europe in the
fifteenth century and were called Gypsies by the Europeans, who
thought that they had originally come from Egypt. They were also
known as Tar tars, Bohemians, Zingaros, Gitanos or simply pagans and
hea thens, indicating the confusion about their origin.
Where did these dark-skinned, dark-eyed wanderers come
from? The ones who first appeared in Europe said that they were
from a place called "Little Egypt;" however, philologists and
historians have revealed that the Rom originated somewhere in
northern India. When and why they left that area, whether en masse
or in separate bands, voluntarily or involuntarily, is not clear. There
are various theories. One states that they were originally slaves,
eventually freed and emigrated west; another maintains that the
armies of Huns and Tartars used bands of Gypsy smiths to sharpen
their swords, these bands following their masters west; others
speculate that the Gypsies were expelled from India by Tamerlane,
that they were forced to leave because of starvation and poverty and
that religious persecution along with hostility of local tribes forced
them int~ exile. Whatever the reasons for their journey westwa rd,
the GypsIes have always been on the move, see mingly destined to
wander the face of the earth. Legends and myths are also a part of
their background, which they apparently take seriously. According to
one legend, the founder of the Gypsy race was accursed for making
the nails for Christ's crucifixion, and the Rom were condemned to a
life of wandering. Another legend tells of the Gypsies being waifs
and strays because they refused to give shelter to the Virgin Mary
and her child in their fllght to Egypt.
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There have been three major migrations over the
tudes. The first began in the t enth century from India; the
ond from the Near East to Europe in the four teenth and fifteenth
ur ie:>; the third, af t er the abolition of slaver y in Romania, from
. eastern Europe in the nineteenth a nd twentieth centuries, to the
5tates, South and Central Americas and Canada. The Gypsies
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began their westward trek from India to Persia in the early tenth
century. From that country one group migrated south to Egypt ~nd
the eastern Mediterranean region; another group, after leavmg
Armenia, traveled northwest through Byzantine Greece, reachi,ng the
Peloponnesus around the middle of the eleventh century . Dunng the
ne xt three centuries, until the early 1400's, the Rom wandered
throughout the Balkans.
One large group was semi-sedentary,
remaining within a more geographically lim ited area; some of these
became slaves in the Romanian-speaking area s; others cont inued on
their trek west to Europe, perhaps because of the expanding Turkish
empire. How does one know where exactly the Gypsies settled during
these first two periods of migration, since they left no writings of
their own? What we know of them comes from linguistic studies
showing the relationship between their dialect and the language of
the host country. First was established the connection between
Romani and SGnskrit, tracing their origin to the Indus Ba sin. Then
during the migrations their language provided clues as to how long
they stayed in one country or region. In addition to the Indian words
that make up its basis, then, there were discovered numerous "loan"
or borrowed words from other countries with which they carne in
contact. For example, in Asia Minor, borrowed Greek words were
added to thei r language, sugge sting that they were semi-sedentary in
that area for some length of time. Therefore, what we know about
the Rom comes from linguistic evidence and other sources such as
European church records and decrees, in addition to literature
written by the non-Gypsy, the gadjo.
The bands who continued their wanderings from the
Bal,kan Peninsula arrived in Europe in 1417, first in Germany, then
SWItzerland, Italy and France. In 1422, one band arrived at Bologna,
where, according to one account, the leaders were galldily dressed in
red ':lnd green, lik~ nobles, rilling on horseback and accompanied by
hu~tmg, dogs, a sIgn of nobility and privilege.
These leaders or
chieftams referred to themselves as "dukes" and "counts" and to their
band as "pilgrims from Little Egypt." They spoke of their faith. In
Rome, they said they had confessed their sins and thus His Holiness
had ciecreed this pilgrimage of penance. They even had falsified
"letters of protection" from the Pope to support their claim. The
rest of the band" however, were not as gaily attired as their leaders.
T~~y w,ere, deSCribed as "lean and hideous, black as Tartars poor and
P1tIfulin slght and dress."
'
When a band arrived in Paris in 1427, their dark features
and strange language quickly drew the attention of the local
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populace, particularly of a Paris ian dia ris t who described them as
follows:
There was a duke, a count, and ten men, all on
horseback, who said the y were Chr istians and
na tives of Lower Egypt •.. The common herd,
120 men, women, and children did not arrive
until (la ted .•• In truth, thei r children were
incredIbly shrewd; and the majority ••• had
their ears pierced and in each wore one or two
silver rings ... The men were very dark and
their hair was crisp. The women were the
ugliest and swarthiest one could see. They had
sores on their faces and black hair like a
horse's tail .•• In short, they were the poorest
creatures ever seen coming to France within
living memory ..• There were among them
witc hes who, looking at people's hands,
revealed the past and foretold the future.
They sowed discord in many households by
telling the husband, "Your wife has made you
cuckold," and the wife, "Your husband has
deceived you." But the worst was thClt, as
their patter went on, either by magic or the
help of the devil, or by their dexterity, they
emptied into their own purses those of their
listeners.
This extract is significant beca use it reveals the Gypsy
trademarks of fortune teUing and pilfering, which have not changed
much in the past five hundred years.
Over the next decade, particularly in the year 1438, the
Rom bands came by the thousands from the Balkans, Crete and Sicily
into Germany, Italy and France, reaching Spain in 1447; Poland,
Lithuania and Russia in 1500; Sweden by 1512; splinter groups
reached England, Ireland and Scotland by 1514. At first these
mysterious olive-skinned, black-haired migrant "pilgrims" from the
Eas t were tolerated, considered harmless, were given alms and lived
n charity. But soon their un-Christian, really heathen arts of
;>al mistry and fortune telling, along with their begging and stealing,
Jstracized them from the European communities. Their physical
:eatures took on a connotation of evil; church records made
dark race's "innate wickedness" and sinfulness.

re ferences t0 the
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An edict issued by the Bishop of Paris stated that "the
fortune t ellers would be excommunicated with all who had shown
their hands." Anti-Gypsy feeling intensified and spread to ot,her
countries in Europe, culminating in merclle~s perse,cut~on.
Repressive measures against them in~luded floggmg, mutllatlOn,
deportation, galley slavery and exe c utlOn. In England, the R~m
became objects of discrimination. Henry VIII called them "Outlandish
people," and his daughter Elizabeth ordered all Gypsies expelled fror:n
the country, with none being allowed to enter, because of their
"devilish and naughty practices," a quaint phrase but a deadly serious
one, for the penalty of just being a Gypsy or being in the company of
one was death . The Dutch and Swiss tried to forbid any Rom to cross
their borders. Italy used pollce pressure and brutality to harrass and
keep them on the move. In Spain, they had to face the Inquisition.
Later in Prussia, those eighteen years and older were condemned to
be hanged regardless of sex. King Charles VI decreed that all male
Roms were to be put to death. Women were to have their right ear
severed in Bohemia; and in the Silesia and Moravia, the left ear. The
French police, given free rein, tortured and murdered the males,
while women and children were thrown in jail with their heads
shaved. The Swedes made use of the gallOWS for males eighteen and
over. In Germany, there was opC:!n season for hunting Gypsies, much
like pheasant shooting; many were rounded up and flogged.
In
addition to bearing such pain and humiliation, many Gypsies were
forcibly exiled and deported; from England to France or Norway
(1540); from Scotland to Barbados, Jamaica and the American
plantations in Virginia 0665, 1699, 1715); from Portugal to Africa
and Brazil to labor in those colonies; from Spain to Louisiana before
1800. In modern times, in Nazi Germany, extermination of Jews and
Gypsies became national policy. The Nazis first tried expelling the
Gypsies, as did others, but that having failed, they resorted to
genocide; close to a half million Gypsies -- a huge number, given the
total population - - perished.
A ttempts were made to forcibly assimilate them into the
dominant culture. Spain under Philip IV tried to integrate them by
force by breaking down their solidarity as a group, by prohibiting
marriage among themselves, by making them settle in designated
areas, thus prohibiting their natural inclination toward mobility, and
by making them speak the native language by banning their own.
Under Charles III, they were to be treated as "subjects of equal
stature" and called "neo-Castillians."
Assimilation was also
attempted in Hungary and Bohemia under Empress Maria Theresa and
in Austria under Emperor Joseph II. In the Age of Enlightenment, the
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Empress saw the Gypsies not as sinner s, but as basically good people
whose wretched and undeserved li vin g conditions had to be improved.
Her zeal to reform those poor c reat ures who had been living in
darkness led to measures which she thought would bring some light
and hope into their lives.
The y were to be known as
"neo-Hungarians," "New peasants" who would settle in permanent
locations and not have to wander aim lessly from place to place.
However, this gesture on the part of Mar ia Theresa meant that the
Gypsies would be tied down to the peasant's life of hard work and
routine, that the Romani language would be outlawed, that Gypsy
girls would marry non-Gypsy men and that children would attend
school and church.
All of these measures natura lly ran against the grain of
Gypsy life and were seen by them a s a nother form of servitude and
persecution. Throughout the centur ies, the Gypsies have survived
discrimina tion, repression, forcible a ssimilation, deportation and
attempts a t genocide in their adopted countries. Their resilience in
the face of adversity fortified rather than intimidated or weakened
the m.
In spite of anti-Gypsy laws leading to their inhuman
treatmen~, G~psies ha~e made notable contributions to the gadjo's

world, pnrnardy as smiths, horse dealers and musicians.

Although

~ypsy women were accused of sorcery and witchcraft, with their

mnate sense of. divination, they appeale d especially to European
pea sants, whose llves of dull routine were brightened and uplifted by
t r usting the Gypsy's gift for magic and the oc cult, which prov{ded
them, as well as others, with a glimpse into the future and a soothing
balm for the present.
Ever since their arrival in Europe, for the past five
undred years, the Gypsies have enriched the art of music in general
and the dance in particular, adapting their skills as entertainers to
:"le condi tions of the non-Gypsy environ rnent.
When they fir s t
- ' :-ived in Europe, there were already singe rs and wandering minstrels
- :heir various bands. They had an inna te talent of interpreting
: - . - ms, generally identifying with the mu sic of the people among
they lived. They elicited passion from folk songs, entrancing
~a djo publi c as the latter watched and lis tened intently to Gypsy
' sts in Hungary and Bohemia, chor uses in Russia or Flamenco
rs in Andafusia. Wherever these music ians appeared, whethe r
0r in groups singing and playing at weddings and on other
~ca si ons, "the y had i:l hypnot:ic effect on t he audience . f70r example,
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there was the gi tana or gypsy girl dancing to the accompanime~t of a
guitarist or other instrumentalist, v.:ith a gro,up on sta~e clappmg , to
the rhythm, inspiring her, the mUSiC becomlOg more intense durmg
the course of the song. From Victor Hugo's, The Hunc:hba~k of Notre
Dame here is a description of the beautlful and VlvaciOUS Gypsy,
---'
Esmeralda:
She danced, she turned, she twirled upon an
antique Persian carpet thrown carelessly
beneath her feet; and every time her radiant
figure passed as she turned, her great black
eyes sent forth lightning flashes. Upon her
every eye was rive ted, every mouth gaped
wide, and in very truth, as she danced to the
hum of the tambourine which her rund and
graceful arms held high above her head,
slender, quick and ac tive as any wasp, with her
many-colored full skirts, her bare shoulders,
her shapely legs • •. , her black hair, her eyes of
flam e , she seemed more than mortal creature.
The music of the Gypsy, or the way they played the music
they were performing, influenced many major composers such as
Beethoven, Schubert and especially Dvorak, Brahms and Liszt. Franz
Liszt, the great Hungarian pianist and composer, wrote of them:
In a rt as in life Gypsies recognize no dogma,
law, rule, or discipline.
Everything is
good •.• 50 long as it pleases them. They shy
at no audacity in music so long as it
corresponds to their bold instinct and reflects
a true image of their inmost being ••• Art is to
them
an inspired language,
a
mystic
song •.• The chief characteristlc of this music
is the freedom, richness, variety, and
versatility of its rhythms, found nowhere else
in like degree.
If art, as Liszt stated, is an "inspired language" to the
Gypsies, they were not inspired to write much in their own language.
Gypsy folk tales and legends were transmitted orally from generation
to generation, but there were and are few identifiable writings of
their own, mainly because of a high degree of illiteracy and because
of their unwillingness or reluctance to reveal much about their
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culture. It has been the non-Gypsy who has portrayed them in music
and in fi c tion. Songs and light operas such as "My Little Gypsy
Sweetheart," "The Gypsy Baron" a nd "The Bohemian Girl" are
examples. Grand opera has its sha re of Gypsies, such as Thomas'
Mignon, the young girl stolen by Gypsies, and Bizet's fiery temptress,
Carmen, in addition to groups of Gypsies in each opera. Verdi also
rnade use of stereotypical Gypsies in his opera s: in "Il Trovatore"
there is Azucena, the sinister witc h, and Gypsy men in their mountain
camp who sing the stirring anvil chorus; in "La Traviata" there is a
group of Gypsy dancers and singers providing entertainment at a
party and inviting guests to have their palms read; in "La Forza del
Destino" and "A Masked Ball" there are fortune tellers.
Names of prominent authors who romanticized the Rom
and his way of life include: Voltaire, Pushkin, Cervantes, Browning,
Arnold, Dickens, Fielding, Scott, Bunyan, Stevenson, Irving, Dryden,
Addison, Masefield, Wordsworth and Baudelaire.
Here are some
excerpts:
From Cervantes' "La Gitanll1a de Madrid":
Fame, honor, ambition have no power over us;
we are therefore free of that base servitude in
which most of the Great are illustrious and
unhappy, nay, rather very slaves. But our
palaces are the tents we carry wi t h us, and
nothing can be compared to the elegance of
these moving houses ••. We dwell in these
tents, busied in the present, and without
overmuch care for the future.
We look
indifferently upon what may come and Jiving
by our toil, abandon ourselves blindly to our
star .•.
From Authur Symons' "In Praise of Gypsies":
They are changeless; the world has no power
over them. They live by rote an d by faith and
by tradition, which is pa rt of their blood.
They go about in our midst, untouched by us,
but reading our secrets, know ing more about
us than we do about ourselve s, prophets,
diviners, soothsayers .•. Can the world repress
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this race which is so evasive and slips through
i ts gross fingers like wind?
From
Washington
Personages":

Irving's

"Fantastical

I like to behold their clear olive complexions,
their romantic black eyes, their raven locks,
their lithe, slender figures , and to hear them
in low, silver tones, dealing forth magnificent
promise .•• They are the free denizens of
nature,
and
maintain
a
primitive
independence, in spite of law and gospel, of
county
gaols
and
country
magistrates ..• Heedless of power, of hono.urs,
of wealth; and indifferent to the fluctuatlOns
of the times, the rise or fall of grain, or stock,
or empires, they seem to laugh at the toiling,
fretting world around them •..
Other writers referred to them as "spoilt children of
nature," "children of the wilderness," "freebooters of the wood,"
"houseless birds whom God feedeth," "outlaws of the human race,"
"wild outcasts of society." Of aU those who have written about the
Gypsy,
none
was better
known
in
his time
than
the
nineteenth-ce ntury Englishman, George Borrow. He, like others in
that era, saw the Gypsy as itinerant, carefree and exotic, but the
difference was that he became acquainted with them, spoke their
language and observed their customs. His characters were closer to
the real-life nomadic Rom than those only imagined by other writers.
He succeeded in popularizing them in such works as Lavengro, The
Romany Rye and The Zincall. Along with Borrow, Charles Godfrey
Leland, the American journalist, contributed much to the study of
Gypsy life and language in his books, The English Gypsy and Their
Language, Gypsy Sorcery and Fortune TeUing and The GYpsies, the
latter containing a long section on American Gypsies.
In this
century, numerous books and articles have been written a bout both
the European and American Gypsies. Quite a few articles have
appeared in the Journal of the G s Lore Societ (originally founded
in England in the late nineteenth century and other journals. Most
have contributed to the public's knowledge and awareness of Gypsy
life and customs, which are based on a particular system of social
order without a written set of laws. The standards by which most
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groups live are stringent and involve certain ri tuals which have been
handed down from generation to generation.
Funeral rites have always been a meaningful part of their
lives. The death of someone In the family causes every member of
that family from near and far to drop everything.
Funeral
arrangements are made with a pr iest or minister. Then there is a
three-day period of mourning, during which t ime relatives remain in
the presence of the deceased, fulfilling their symbolic ritual of
throwing gold coins into the open grave and pouring water or wine
into the filled grave to assure the departed re lative that he or she
will have money and will not thirst during the journey to the
hereafter. This ritual is followed by a feast, where no leftovers are
allowed, a symbol of bad luck. Death feasts are observed over a
one-year period, and close relatives are to wear their mourning
clothes for a year after the loved one has died. The death feast at
the funeral is preceded by a purification ceremony, where the table,
tablecloth and clothes of those present are carefully cleaned. This
ceremony reflects the Gypsy concern about cleanliness in all aspects
of their lives.
The condi t10n of unclean li ness or pollution or
defilement is called mahrime, a taboo which evolved out of necessi ty
among the nomadic Rom in order to prevent disease. There are many
examples of mahrime. Certain foods are avoided as being unclean, as
are women during their menstrual or pregnancy periods. During these
times, farnlJies are not to eat food pre pared by her or be in her
presence at the dining table. A new-born child is in a state of
mahrime; even after giving birth, the mother is in this state of
uncleanliness; not until six weeks have passed is she considered clean
agai n and able to sleep with her husband. If an uninvited gadjo, such
as a police officer, landlord or social worker, enters a Gypsy's house
or tent, a special chair is reserved for him or her. No one in the
:am ily may sit in that chair, because he or she would be considered
'lclean.
Gypsies have generally adhered to a moral code within the
'-i lia (farnily), vitsa (clan of related families), natsla (nation) and
(race ). Any violation of the code, such as stealing from another
.', any form of mahrime, jncest, adultery, homosexuality, s~xual
....: ns (i.e. prostitution) with gadjos would be punishable by fll1es,
......~•• g oGrarely, banishment from the trib.e an.d .community.
ed marriages are preferred between COUS1l1S withm the .sa~e
en cousins within different vitsas, then unrelated GypSIes In
,,.;;;:=::;;:._... , vi tsas. Their desire to travel, then, Is done more than just
sa ke of traveling; it is to establish an d reestablish contact
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among relatives in other vitsas and to find suitable mates for their
children. In the United States, if a Gypsy girl had fallen in love with
and married a non-Gypsy, she would have been a persona non grata
and banished from her tribe. Times have changed, apparently. A
Gypsy girl co uld marry a gadjo if he were t~ught and accep:ed Gyp~y
ways, thus showing a relaxation of the strlct moral code In certaIn
cases.
According to various sources, the Gypsies have no formal
reli pion, but have adopted the religion of the host country. They
obs~rve the ceremony and outward forms of religion by making use of
Protestant or Catholic clergy for haptisms or funeral~, as we have
seen. How sincere their faith is is difficult to determine. According
to one story, the Gypsies in Constantinople enjoy a three-day holiday:
a day off on Friday with the Moslems, another day off on Saturday
wi th the Jews and the third day off on Sunday with the Christians.
Beginning in the fifteenth century, they have made many pilgrimages.
In mode rn times, thousands have made international pilgrimages to
Lourdes and Les Saintes-Marles-de-Ia-Mer in Provence. At the
la tter loca t10n, they light candles for their patron saint, Sara, the
mythical Egyptian handmaiden to the Virgin Mary's sisters. Sara was
suppose dly the first Gypsy Christian who converted her tribe. While
some are true pilgrims and believers, others have mixed socially with
various groups of their own people and with non-Gypsies, from whom
they have undoubtedly extracted a little money.
Recently, the
Roman Catholic Church founded Opus Nomadum, a missionary
organization, and organized a series of meetings which took place
near Rome in 1965 with the Pope in attendance. Attempts have been
made by European Protestant organizations to evangelize the Rom,
some of which have been successful. However, their religious beliefs
and atti tudes have remained a mystery.
Just as various groups of Gypsies have existed in Europe

an~ elsewhere, there have been three distinct groups here in the

UnIted States, each of which has its own identity. Though the
~anguage and customs have been similar, the groups tend to be
tndep~ndent. of each other. Some came to this country involuntarily
as extled prisoners and slaves when they were deported from Europe
Other~ came voluntarily with the wave of immigrants from Europe i~
the nl~e~eenth century. However, U.S. immigration in the 1800's
made l.t Illegal for m~re Gypsies to enter; consequently, they arrived
here vIa South Amenca, particularly Argentina, Mexico, Cuba and
Canada and rnigrated throughout our land.
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As in Europe, they traveled in caravans, camped in woods
by streams and on the outskirts of towns. As time went on, trailers,
trucks and cars replaced caravans. While some clans continued their
nomadic existence, many have sought to make a living in and around
large urban areas. Men working their way through cities and towns
have performed odd jobs such as automobile body work, repairing
dented fenders, while women have set up of is as (offices) for fortune
telling, as a more dependable source of income. In New York, for
example, Sister Eva's advertisement read:
Gifted reader and advisor ... come see why you
are so unhappy, why everything seems to go
wrong. If sick, worried, or troubled, you can
be helped and everything made clear by
consulting this gifted reader ••. (who) telJs if
the one you love is true and what to do to be
successful.
Mrs. Eve, another reader, promised
(G)uaranteed results in three days to anyone
facing a difficult problem, in poor health,
having money or job problems, or is lonely,
depressed, or heart-broken.
That is quite a range of emotional problems to be solved, and I am
not sure if one seeking such advice would be better off going to a
psychiatrist's office or to Mrs. Eve's ofisa.
In our time Gypsy phobia and the perception of them as
beggars, parasites and thieves persist in various countries. According
to one source, ant.i-Gypsy state codes and statutes have been in force
.n our country. Illinois has its State Police Gypsy Activity Project;
l,~ic higan has its Gypsy Criminal Activity Task Force.
In the state
: de of Mississippi: "Gypsies ... for each country •.. shall be jointly
~ ~ severally liable wIth his or her associates (to a flne of) two
- _ sand dollars." According to Pennsylvania statutes: "Any person
demand o.f any ... Gypsies that they shall produce or show their
_ issued within each county, and if they shaH refuse to do
shall seize all property of such (Gypsies)."
Locally,
-"'ypsy feeling is reflected in Frank Weikel's yearly column in the
=~=:e
~, which warns the public about "the infamous Gypsy clan, the
Wil1iamsons," who use aliases such as Stewart or McDonald,
~'e expensive cars and stay in suburban motels.
The
CoI-.....
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Williamson clan is singled out as "scam artists" who peddle su~h items
as driveway blacktopping, roof repair a~d the sale of fake Jewelry.
This particular group are Scottish travehng people who ,corne through
Cincinnati an nually in the spring to pay respects to theLr departed at
clearly marked red granite monuments in Spring Grove Cemetery on
Easter and Memorial Day.
To the Gypsy there is nothing morally or legally wrong in
extracting money from the gadje. It is the American urban Gypsy
who is know n best by law enforcement officials who specialize in pick
pocketing and confidence games, who see the Gypsies as parasites to
be kept under close surveillance. John McLaughlin, a former law
enforcement officer, has written about Gypsy swindlers, hustlers and
cons, some of which are colorfully described as the purse-snatch
victim hustle, the Spanish good luck coin swindle, the Latin American
c hari ty switch, the delayed pick-up con, the flim flam, the pigeon
drop and the boojo, or fortune telling swindle. Urban Gypsies, those
living in New York City for example, continue to maintain the social
structure of the old country: i.e. division into tribes, subdivisions
into bands or vitsas, further subdivision into families. The vitsa name
given to them at birth is retained through life and differs from their
Americanized names, some of which are Adams, McDonald, Jones,
Long, Mitchell, Miller, Smith, Williamson and Stanley.
While there are those who have left their culture, many
have maintained a sense of their own identity in industrialized, urban
environments. Katharine Esty points out in her book, The Gypsies:
Wanderers in Time, that the American Gypsies still hold on to their
ancient ways:
Many times as I have sat on the floor in a
Gypsy home sipping tea, learning words of
Romani from a child or hearing tales of the
old days from a beady-eyed woman, I have
marveled at the stubborn conservatIsm of
these people.
They will not become
Americanized. The melting pot has failed.
Ian Hancock, a British Gypsy and professor of linguistics
living in Austin, Texas, writes that Gypsies are not considered "real
people," but are almost synonymous with "hippies" and "beatniks."
The word "Gypsy," he says, still conveys a romantic image of "dark
eyes, crying violins, and wanderlust, a life of pleasure and abandon."
Hancock, though very much a part of our culture, says that he feels
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that no part of him, as a Gypsy, "has been lost." ~e serves as a good
example of a successfully assimilated Gypsy marned to.a n?n~Gy~sy
who has maintained his heritage. The prejudice and dlscnmlnatlOn
continue, however, toward the bands in the cities and those on t~e
move the settled and the traveling, the sedentary and the nomadIc,
who 'are still seen in stereotypical and romantic terms, not ~s
individuals of an ethnic minority who, admittedly, have made their
living in a manner peculiar to their way of life. They have had to live
by their wits in all of their adopted countries, many times being
forced to migrate and always under the watchful and critical eye of
the gadjo.

I have seen few Gypsies in my life, and, I must admit, I
would rather see than be one. I became interested in reading more
about them because, compared to other minorities, they have been
overlooked and neglected. So I felt that they needed some kind of
recogni tion, whether they seek it or not.
I could accept the picture of the Gypsy as he or she really
is: the few earning their livings as professionals or businessmen, or
the unlettered working in Ford plants or doing their metal and roof
repair work or making some money t elling fortunes and reading
palms, many of these living in ghettos, yet always ready to pick up
amI leave if necessary or desirable. I prefp.r a romantic image of the
Gypsy, yet one which captures their independent spirit and attitude
toward life, as in this excerpt from Sir Walter Scott's Quentin
Durward, with which I shall conclude this paper.

Here is rl portion of the dialogue between Quentin and the
guide, Hayraddi n Maugrabin, from the chapter titled "The Bohemian":
"What countryman,
demanded Quentin.
"I

then,

are

you?"

am of no country," answered the

guide.
"How! of no country," repeated the Scot.
"No," answered the Bohemian, "of none.

I am a Zingaro, a Bohemian, an Egyptian, or
whatever the Europeans, in their different
languages, may choose to call our people; but I
have no country."
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"Are you
Scotchman.

a

Christian?"

asl<ed

the

The Bohemian shook his head.
"Dog," said Quentin (for th~roe w~s little
toleration in the spirit of Cathollclsm in those
days), "dost thou wors hIp M a houn ?"
°
o

"No" was the indifferent and concise
answer ~f the guide, who neither seemed
offended nor surprised at the young man's
violence of manner.
"Are you a Pagan, then, or what are
you?"

"I have
Bohemian.

no

religion,"

answered

the

Durward started back; for though he had
heard of Saracens and Idolaters, it had never
entered into his idea or belief, that any body
of men could exist who practised no mode of
worship whatever.
He recovered from his
astonishment , to ask his guide where he
usually dwelt.
"Wherever I chance to be for the time,"
replied the Bohemian. "I have no home."
"How do you guard your property?"
"Exce pting the clothes which I wear, and
the horse I ride on, I have no property."
"Yet you dress gaily, and ride gallantly,"
said Durward.
"Wha t are your means of
subsis tence?"
"I eat when I am hungry, drink when I am
thirsty, and have no other means of
subsistence than chance throws in my way,"
replied the vagabond.
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"Under whose laws do you live?"
"I acknowledge obedience to none, but as
it suits my pleasure or my ne cessities," said
the Bohemian.
"Who

is

your

leader, and commands

you?"
"The father of our tribe - - if I c hoose to
obey him," said the guide, "otherwise I have no
commander ."

"You are then," said

the wondering

querist, "destitute of all that other men are
combined by - - you have no law, no leader, no
settled means of subsistence, no house or
home. You have, may Heaven compassionate
you, no country -- and, may Heaven enlighten
and forgive you, you have no God! What is it
that remains to you, deprived of government,

domestic happiness, and religion?"
"I have liberty," said the Bohemian, "I
crouch to no one -- obey no one -- respect no
one. I go where I will -- live as I can -- die
when my day comes."
"But you are subject to instant
execution, at the pleasure of the Judge?"
"Be it so," returned the Bohemian, "I can
but die so much the sooner."
"And to imprisonment a\so," said the
Scot, "and where, then, is your boasted
freedom?"
"In my thoughts," said the Bohemian,
"which no chains can bind; while yours, even
while your limbs are free, re main fettere d by
your laws and your supersti tions, yo u~ d~e~ms
of local attachment, and your fantastIc V1SIons
of civil policy. Such as I are free in spirit
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when our limbs are chained -- you are
impri soned in mind, even when your limbs a re
most at freedom."
"Yet the freedom of your thoughts," said
the Scot, "relieves not the pressure of the
gy ves on your lim bS."
"For a brief t ime that may be endured,"
answered the vagrant; "and if within that
pe riod I cannot extricate myself, and fail of
relief from my comrades, I can always die, and
death is the most pe rfect f ree dom of all."
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