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Tracing travelling ancestorsLIFE, WORK & FUN OF THE FAIR

As a child, Adèle Emm remembers hearing about a 3x great-uncle, a respectable 
tradesman, who, bored with small-town Oxfordshire life, upped sticks and went to 
find work at the fair. Curious to know more, she began digging into the past of her 
fairground forebears, learning about their nomadic working lives along with the 
wider history of fairs in England.

Romanies  
fairground folk

LIFE, WORK & FUN OF THE FAIR

My 3x great-uncle Joe 
(Joseph Henry Spurrett 
Senior, 1839-1921) 
must have been born 

with wanderlust in his legs. In 
census records, he is recorded as 
grocer/general dealer in Bampton, 
Oxfordshire, but he took time out 
to travel with fairground folk, over-
wintering back home where his 
presumably long-suffering wife, 
Caroline, looked after the business 
and their 10 children.

Joe ran a fairground panam, a stall 
selling confectionery, gingerbread, 
biscuits and cakes for hungry punters.

The Spurretts travelled between 
Oxford, Thame, Stratford-on-Avon, 
Warwick, Banbury and Buckingham. 
Not only did they run the panam, 
Joe junior also owned ‘touch-ems’ 

(a game like skittles) and other 
sideshows. Somewhere on their 
travels, brother Bill met his future 
Romany ‘royalty’ wife. 

Bill (Edward William Spurrett, 
1872-1961) married Bella (Isabella 
Buckland, 1877-1943), and described 
himself as a hawker on his marriage 
certificate. He became fully 
integrated into fairground travelling 
society, living in the wagon where 
his children were born. Not officially 
fairground folk, many Romanies 
were hawkers and horse traders, so 
nevertheless naturally drawn to fairs 
to earn money.

Bella was the granddaughter of 
Timothy (Dimiti) Buckland (1824-
1890) whose funeral, reported in the 
Gloucester Citizen, 15 November 1890, 
and the London Evening Standard 
January 1891, was a huge affair. Aged 
70 and described as ‘a Gypsy King’, 
he died in the open air in a Swindon 
field surrounded by 30 caravans 
accommodating his ‘tribe’, as the 
newspapers described his relatives. 
If he had died in the van, it would 
have been burnt and his horse shot; 
even so, his tent was burnt after his 
elaborate funeral, which was attended 
by thousands. Leaving more than 
£1,000 to be divided among his 
relatives, Timothy was no pauper.

Eric Trudgill (gypsygenealogy.com)
has researched many Romany family 
trees and believes Romanies arrived 
in Britain from the late 1400s. In 
volume 10 of the Romany and Traveller 
Family History Society guide, he traces 
the Buckland family tree from circa 
1750. As I researched my family tree, 
I learned more about my ancestors’ 
world, their daily trials of life on the 
road, and even the history of fairs 
back to medieval times.

Fairs over the centuries
Fairs and markets were the shopping 
centres of the Middle Ages where 
people bought things they couldn’t 
readily make at home; hawkers, 
chapmen and traders sold goods and 
agricultural labourers found work at 
‘mop fairs’. Some fairs were known for 
horse trading and all included some 
type of travelling entertainment.

Charter fairs, founded and 
protected by royal charter, came into 
existence from the 12th century; by 
1350, there were more than 1,500 of 

them. ‘Prescriptive’ fairs dating from 
the 13th century were not founded 
by charter. The famous Bartholomew 
Fair was held at Smithfield every 
August from 1133 until 1753 when it 
was held in September.

Life on the summer road
Hawkers and showmen had a huge 
variety of outlets in which to ply 
their trade but life as an itinerant 
fairground traveller was hard. 
Wagons were small and eating was 
generally outside. From approximately 
St Valentine’s Day, certainly by 
early March, families crisscrossed 
the country from fairground to 
fairground. The season finished in 
November around Bonfire Night 
when they settled for winter preferably 
on family-owned land or where the 
landowner was sympathetic. 

Women repaired and made 
clothing and aprons. Men repaired 
and painted sideshows and stalls 
like ‘knock ‘em downs’, shooting 
galleries and ‘gallopers’ (horses). 
They devised new attractions – 
fairgrounds were one of the first 
places to see ‘cinematographs’ or have 
a photo taken – and they sourced 
and purchased ‘swag’ (traveller term 
for prizes – cokernuts were especially 
popular). Novelties advertised in 
1906 in World’s Fair, the showman’s 
magazine, included large pink jugs at 
10 shilling a gross (144), and ‘Special 
Large Glazed Tall Figures’ at 9 
shillings a gross.

Making ends meet
With no regular winter income, men 
made besoms (brooms), pegs, stools 
and holly wreaths to sell door to door. 
An over-wintering showman might 
walk 20 miles a day flogging anything 
he could get his hands on, pens, pegs, 
chamois leather (in a suitcase kept 
moist by cabbage leaves); and they 
needed a hawker’s licence.

The Pedlar’s Act came into force in 
1871 specifying a pedlar as ‘hawker, 
pedlar, petty chapman, tinker, caster of 
metals, mender of chairs, or other person 
who, without any horse or other beast 
bearing or drawing burden, travels and 
trades on foot and goes from town to town 
or to other men’s houses, carrying to sell 
or exposing for sale any goods, wares, or 
merchandise, or procuring orders for goods, 
wares, or merchandise immediately to be Im
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A gypsy encampment by 
Leghe Suthers, 1893.
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Adèle Emm is the author of 
Researching for the Media; Television, 
Radio and Journalism, (Routledge 
2014), Tracing your Trade and 
Craftsman Ancestors (Pen and Sword 
2015), and is currently working on 
another genealogical book. She has 
been tracing her unusual surname 
since age 17 when parish registers 
were often kept in the parish church. 
She is a long-standing member of the 
Society of Genealogists and Guild of 
One-Name Studies.

About the author

delivered, or selling or offering for sale his 
skill in handicraft.’ Newspapers have 
numerous reports of hawkers in court 
for trading without a licence.

Licensed to trade
Granted by the chief officer of police 
(ie the chief constable) or his deputy, 
certificates were kept at the police 
station. Surviving records are now 
held at local and county archives. 
Information on these licences is useful 
for family historians with the name 
of licence holder and place of origin; 
age; licence date (they were valid 
for a year) and information hard to 
find anywhere else, a description (to 
prevent impersonation?) including 
height, hair, eye and complexion 
colour and holder’s signature.

This last may have proved difficult 
as illiteracy was rife among showmen 
and itinerant hawkers. Moving 
around the country for nine months 
a year made it difficult to settle long 
enough for school even if it admitted 
travellers’ children. 

‘Immoral’, ‘injurious’ events
Just to make life harder for a travelling 
showman, the same year 1871, saw the 

Fairs Act when the Secretary of State 
tried to abolish them as unnecessary, 
injurious to local inhabitants and full of 
immorality. Held annually in June and 
October, Gaywood Fair, Norfolk, was 
one of the first to go.

Showmen had to pay for their 
fairground pitch. In 1906, Penzance 
charged £10 per roundabout and the 
next year raised rates to £15 to £20 per 
attraction. By 1908, the fairground 
folk had had enough, refused to pay 
and barricaded themselves on the 
recreation ground.

Tongue in cheek, The Cornishman 
labelled the stand-off and fisticuffs 
between local dignitaries and ‘aerial 
swing boats, scouts and brass bands’, 
as the Battle of Corpus Christi after the 
fair held annually on the first Sunday 
after Whitsun. Nobody won. The 
Corpus Christi fair was now, out of an 
original seven, the only charter fair in 
existence in that area. The Fairs Act 
was winning.

Evidence of how close-knit 
fairground travelling families are is 

shown at the funeral of Bella’s cousin 
Lena Bryant, née Buckland. The 
newspaper report, 17 February 1932, 
describes Lena’s father as ‘a well-known 
member of the Showman’s Guild’. There 
were more than 20 mourners’ cars and 
all attendees were listed, including their 
relationship to Lena, along with the 
floral tributes. Showmen, as befitting 
their profession, went out in style.

Although there are no more Spurretts 
on the road, Joe’s descendants still 
travel. On the rare occasions I visit a 
fair, I ask after them. The showmen 
always know where they are working…

 Look online

l www.sheffield.ac.uk/nfa – National 
Fairground Archive, which holds The 
World’s Fair, showman’s periodical, 
published from the early 20th century 
to the present, and includes obituaries;
l www.showmensguild.co.uk – 
Showmen’s Guild;
l gypsygenealogy.com – 
Gypsy genealogy;
l rtfha.org.uk – Romany and Traveller 
Family History Society;
l www.liverpool.ac.uk/library/sca/
colldescs/gypsy – see some British 
archival material for the Gypsy Lore 
Society in Special Collections at 
Liverpool University.

Ten years later, now licensed peddlers and hawkers, Bella’s family were camping in 
‘Luckett field’ near Woodstock, their nomadic existence evidenced by their possibly 
accurate places of birth; Surrey, Somerset and Oxfordshire. Did parents Abraham 
(Jerusalem) and Emily really remember where everyone was born? Luckett field, by 
the way, could have been named after Bella’s prospective mother-in-law née Luckett.

In 1881, five-year old Bella’s 
family, describing themselves 
as travelling musicians, 
camped somewhere 
on Oxford Road, Little 
Wittenham, Berkshire, eight 
of them squeezed into one 
caravan. Recorded by a 
bemused enumerator, the 
whole family had apparently 
been born in that village. 
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