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In 1997 I was made team rector of a group of parishes in Chalke Valley, a very rural parish. 

I’d been used to working on housing estates and in an inner city, so the countryside was a 

very different ministry.  After a month I thought, Well Lord, why have you put me here?  2 

weeks later I think I got my answer. I did my first Romany Gypsy funeral at Coombe Bissett.   

I was asked to do something I’ve never heard of; to ‘see the body in’ the night before.  So I 

appeared at this traveller-owned site. There were a number of mobile homes there and this 

huge tin hut which belonged to Mr Cooper who had died.  He was quite a character, he’d 

been off the road for 80 years.  He lived in this corrugated iron structure with windows, 

similar to a Nissan hut. He did most of his cooking outside and his family lived round him 

with the horses and dogs. He’d obviously bought this piece of land just after the war as he 

realised that there were going to be difficulties for Gypsies and Travellers.  In those days 

there wasn’t planning permission; you could buy land easily and settle on it.  His nickname 

was Fur, because he used to say, ‘It’s too Fur over there.’  

There were 50 to 60 people outside this hut.  It had been stripped completely, and where 

his bedroom was they’d hung white cloths. He was laid in state with the coffin lid off, 

wearing his best clothes.  What surprised me was the real deep mourning, like you’d see in 

the Middle East.  People were crying and bashing themselves.  At the end, a Romany lady 

said to me, ‘You haven’t had much to do with Travellers, have you, mate?’  In my heart 

something said, From now on you jolly well will. 

A few months afterwards, one of my parishioners in Bower Chalke, Laurie Bissett, said to 

me, ‘You’re interested in Gypsies, you ought to meet Dave Rawlings.’ On New Year’s Day we 

looked out of the window and saw this wonderful Gypsy vardo* going up the road with the 

flap cut behind it with the woman and her children on the back. I said, ‘I bet that’s that Dave 

Rawlings, going up to the drove.’ Laurie rang me later, saying, ‘He’s up by my sister’s farm, 

you want to go and see him.’  I’d never met anybody who was on the road; I’d met settled 

travellers with their own land but I’d never met a real nomad.  There was a bit of 

apprehension, silly things that came up from the past, ‘run away from Gypsies’ and all that 

rubbish.  I said a little prayer and went up. There were a couple of vardos and this chap cold-

shoeing a horse. I said, ‘Excuse me, are you Mr Rawlings?’  He said, ‘Yes, sure, who are you?’  

I said, ‘I’m the local vicar.’  ‘Good’,’ he said, ‘jump up into the wagon, my daughter wants to 

get married.’ That started a friendship that has lasted to this day.  It opened a door because 

Dave knew so many Travellers.   

For 6 years I struggled with the Bishop about whether they’d allow me to become Chaplain 

to the Gypsies and Travellers.  I knew there’d been 7 Chaplains between 1888 and 1916,but 

it all ended in the First World War.  It took me a long time to persuade the Church they 

needed a Chaplain to Travellers. By then I’d got into the politics and the immense problems 

that Travellers have just to live a nomadic way of life.  I felt there was terrible injustice 

around schools, health, and accommodation.  I got involved with the Traveller Coalition who 

supported the Traveller Law Reform Bill. They felt they’d got to do something for Gypsies 



and Travellers, to change the laws.  It was a group for all Travellers – Romany Travellers, 

Irish Travellers, Showmen and New Travellers, all coming together from different 

backgrounds to lobby parliament. It was quite successful, we had conferences and it was a 

countrywide thing. I began to meet Travellers from very long distances.  I was asked to 

speak at conferences across the country.   

A group called Simeac (the Churches’ Commission for Ethnic Minority Concerns) came down 

to see what Salisbury Diocese was doing for ethnic minorities. I was probably the only one 

that was doing anything because the Church had turned a blind eye.  I spent a morning with 

them explaining the situation.  In the afternoon I took them on Salisbury site, a council site.  

There was a polluted river one side and a railway line embankment the other side.  It was 

the only place where Travellers kept cats because of the rats that would breed on the bank.  

There was a continual problem with people fly-tipping.  It was coming up to the year 2000.  

The group made recommendations to the Archbishop of Canterbury as well as our own 

Bishop, saying I ought to be taken seriously. They offered me 3 days a week working with 

Gypsies and Travellers, as a trial for 3 years.  At the end of 3 years I’d made so many 

contacts they thought, We can’t withdraw this bloke.   

I was the first Chaplain to Gypsies and Travellers in the country in modern times.  There had 

been a number of Chaplains in the Victorian era, a very big era for mission as far as the 

Church was concerned.  One of the things they did was licence me to 5 Diocese because 

they saw Travellers had no boundaries, so I was given a big area – I could go to Devon, 

Bristol, Exeter, Bath and Wells, Salisbury and Winchester.   

Now I’m retired but I support the new Chaplain, Jonathan, all I can and still get involved with 

things like Kushti Bok.  

*Vardo is the name of a traditional wooden horse-drawn wagon used by Romany Gypsies as their 

home 


