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28
INFORMATION AND MOBILITY

Migrants and Roma as Historical Cases*

Eve Rosenhaft

This chapter explores the existing scholarship on and some open questions about the rela-
tionship between information and geographical mobility in the past. Mobility and informa-
tion have shared histories. One of the key innovations of the “first information revolution”
during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries was the notion and institution of
the intelligence office. Intelligence offices were clearing houses for information about things
lost and found, employment and housing opportunities and the like. Their principal func-
tion became the editing and printing of early newspapers (intelligencers), but their utility
was initially seen as answering the needs of an increasingly mobile and urban society: pro-
viding local knowledge for travellers who, arriving from outside, could not rely on personal
or occupational networks to help them find their way in the city. In turn, cameralist think-
ers argued, a network of such information hubs could promote the circulation of people,
ideas, and wealth necessary for a flourishing economy.!

European society was never static, however. In the early modern period, the services
imagined for the new intelligence offices were already being provided for travelling artisans
by institutions of their own making. Set on the road by the terms of their training which
dictated that apprenticeship should be followed by a period of tramping (as “journey-
men”) from one master to another and/or by the shortage of local employment, they joined
together to establish inns and hostels (Trinkstuben, Herbergen, logis, houses of call) where
they could learn about local job opportunities and gather intelligence about prospective em-
ployers. Sixteenth-century German journeymen swore an oath that they would themselves
pass on any such information that they gained. And even in nineteenth-century England,
it has been argued, “tramping had a powerful ancillary benefit in the dissemination of
news.”? This reminds us that one of the defining features of information is that whether it
is disseminated by word of mouth or in print on paper or in digital form, it has to move.

* Research for this chapter was supported by a grant from the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AH/
W010658/1) for the AHRC-Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft collaborative development project Romani
Migration between Germany and Britain (1880s—1914): Spaces of Informal Business, Media Spectacle, and
Racial Policing (2022-2026).
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Information and Mobility

Knowledge becomes information in the process of being communicated. And so the history
of information is closely bound up with the history of technologies of communication,
transport, and travel. It is thus also the history of how people engage with those technolo-
gies when they are planning to move or are already on the road.

Continuing this focus on Europe, this chapter looks at two groups of historical actors
whose history has been written in terms of their mobility.> The larger and more extensively
studied group is that of migrants, those millions of individuals and families who have left
their homes and crossed geographical and political borders with the intention of settling in
a new territory. In European history, the late nineteenth century is seen as the age of mass
migration; this vision reflects in particular the transatlantic movement of between fifty-
five and fifty-eight million Europeans between 1850 and 1940, but the pace of social and
economic change during the first and second industrial revolutions also set large numbers
of people in motion within Europe itself.* In the context of European colonialism, how-
ever, the option of seeking a new home, career, or identity across the ocean was already
opening up to ordinary people as early as the seventeenth century. Historians of migration
have (largely) followed scholars interested in contemporary migration experiences in asking
about the role that information of various kinds plays in migrant lives and decision-making:
the decision to move, the choice of destinations and the continuing relations with friends
and family back home. The first part of this chapter outlines the current state of knowledge
about how migrants in the past made use of a variety of information sources and technolo-
gies to find their way to and in new worlds.

In the second part of the chapter, the focus shifts to another form of mobility, one which
has received less attention from historians of modern societies: that of groups who built
their social and economic existence on regular travel over relatively long distances, their
purpose not to find a new home but to pursue temporary opportunities for making a living.
Sometimes moving as whole families, commonly on a seasonal basis, they travelled over
relatively familiar routes under normal circumstances—although a change of circumstances
could mean that they had to seek out new opportunities or extend the distances travelled.
Those changes could even mean that they became migrants “proper,” losing the labels that
were historically attached to them: nomads, travellers, or itinerants. Recent scholarship has
introduced the term peripatetic to apply to these groups, since it is more descriptive and less
value-laden in the European context than the older terms.’

Among these peripatetic groups, the most significant in Europe is certainly the Roma,®
and the second part of the chapter explores the evidence for Romani information practices
and experiences. As important as it is simply to note that not all “movers” are “migrants,”
the history of the Roma offers a particular kind of counterpoint to migration narratives be-
cause of their status as outsider-insiders to European economic and social life. As such, they
have only recently been acknowledged as people with a history worthy of critical research.”
The case of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century European Roma, surrounded by a
rich press landscape but often illiterate, socially marginalised but also embedded in highly
articulated cross-border networks, pursuing economic opportunities not as individual la-
bourers but as family units operating in largely informal economies, raises in particularly
acute terms the question of how formal and informal sources of information interacted in
facilitating both the peripatetic lifestyle and, in some cases, long-distance migration. More
generally, the way in which they have been positioned (and often positioned themselves) as
but occasional visitors to forms of modernity in which citizenship depends on being literate
and having a fixed address means that their ways of gathering and sharing intelligence can
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be seen as forms equally of appropriation and exploitation and evasion and subversion of
modern information regimes. As will become clear, Roma have also been among the victims
of those regimes—or rather of state practices of information-gathering (on the one hand)
and of persecution facilitated by that information on the other.

Migrants

The emergence in the early years of the twenty-first century of a perceived “migration
crisis” in the Global North (in fact the outcome of global population movements driven by
conflict and environmental change) prompted a wave of new research in migration studies.
Questions of why and in particular how people decide to leave home, of how they plan and
execute their journeys and of the role that social and family networks play in the migration
process have been at the centre of this research, which often draws explicitly on the lan-
guage of information studies.® The fact that contemporary migrants and refugees have had
computers (the ubiquitous internet café) and more recently mobile phones at their disposal
at nearly all points in their journey, dramatically even at the most hazardous moments of
crossing land and sea barriers, means that the ways in which migrants use digital tech-
nologies have led to a convergence of scholarship in migration and information and media
studies. (To the objects of interest in this case, we might also add the use of sophisticated
technologies like facial recognition by the authorities seeking to control migration.)’

The scholarly interest sparked by new population movements has also given new im-
pulses to the study of migration in the past. Here, too, a focus on the agency and qualita-
tive experience of individual migrants that reflects wider trends in social history has led
to questions being posed about how what people wanted and the choices they made were
informed by what they knew and how that knowledge was communicated. This is where
information history meets migration history. To a considerable extent, this involves inter-
rogating long-standing concepts and observations to ask how they “worked” at a human
level. One of these is “chain migration,” the process by which one cohort of migrants is
followed to the same destination by family members or other associates. This can be linked
to “step migration,” in which an individual or family moves in successive stages to a final
place of settlement; one way the two combine is when family businesses set up a series
of outposts as they extend their business activities abroad.'” These do not happen auto-
matically. Flows of people are (and were) motivated and facilitated by flows of information
transmitted between home countries and countries of settlement through family, business,
and friendship networks.!"" Another key concept in migration studies has been “push and
pull factors”—the conditions which move people to emigrate and those which attract them
to particular destinations.'? “Push factors” are likely to be all too familiar, experienced as
fear, hunger, or distress. “Pull factors”—the qualities of a potential new home—need to be
learned, and are associated with elements of uncertainty and risk that create a demand for
credible information. In asking how people in the European past decided when, how, and
where to move, historians have explored a range of information sources.

Migrant Letters

Letters written by emigrants to friends and family back home are among the oldest forms in
which people received information about the conditions of travel and settlement, and they
have been explored by migration historians with increasing intensity since the 1990s. The

444



Information and Mobility

information they conveyed about the circumstances of migrants might be characterised by
gaps, inaccuracies, and misrepresentations, but they offer important insights into what peo-
ple “back home” knew or imagined they knew—details that might have informed their own
decision to emigrate.'’ The analysis of correspondence networks can reveal the power of
circulating information, as when Dutch men writing home from the United States in search
of spouses effectively generated a virtual marriage market.'* Moreover, in their very subjec-
tive and discursive qualities, migrant letters yield insights into the changes wrought by the
migration experience on the migrants themselves, their shifting identities, sense of self and
others and affiliation to their home culture, which are themselves important questions for
historians of migration and diaspora.®

By the late nineteenth century, relatively rapid land and sea transport and well-developed
postal systems meant that such letters could be exchanged at a quick pace, so that there
exist substantial archives of continuous chains of correspondence for the period of mass
migration. For the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, a new body of manuscript sources
began to open up in 2018 with the project to sort and digitise the Prize Papers held by
the British National Archives. This collection comprises documents captured from enemy
vessels by the Royal Navy between 1652 and 1815, and includes 160,000 undelivered
letters.'® Early studies of German migrants based on these letters confirm the function of
the letters themselves in sustaining and deploying family connections and communicating
information; the letters also provide new insights into the ways in which travellers collected
information themselves before departure.!”

Of course, there is a paradox embodied in the Prize Papers: never delivered, they are a
reminder that material chains of information can be fragile. In the late nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries, the kind of person-to-person communication originally enabled by letter-
writing was facilitated by the telegraph and then the telephone. However, such evidence as
we have for forms of communication that left little or no physical trace suggests that until
the middle of the twentieth century, they were used rarely and mainly in emergencies or to
pass on news of events like births and deaths.'

Print Media

Among the details that the Prize Papers afford about pre-departure information-gathering
by eighteenth-century migrants is the purchase of dictionaries, and this is a reminder that
since the early modern period print culture has been an important source of information
for migrants. Migrant letters themselves entered into the printed circulation of knowledge
about distant lands at a very early stage. By the late nineteenth century, such letters from
abroad were a regular feature of newspapers in European hometowns, and they were also
published in travel handbooks and emigrant guides.!” But as early as 1720, propaganda
about Louisiana, the new French territory in America, which was designed to spark the
interest both of potential investors and of possible colonists, took the form of enthusias-
tic (and fabricated) “letters home” from new immigrants.?’ In addition to what could be
gleaned from newspapers from the eighteenth century onwards, printed prospectuses and
books of advice for emigrants proliferated in the nineteenth. Their titles often betrayed par-
ticular advertising and recruitment purposes—for example, the 1852 London publication.

Cassell’s Emigrants’ Handbook: Being a Guide to the Various Fields of Emigration
in All of the Globe. With an Introductory Essay, on the Importance of Emigration,
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and the Danger to Which Emigrants are Exposed. To Which is Added, a Guide to the
Gold Fields of Parts Australia, With Copious Instruction, Government Regulations,
etc., Accompanied by a Map of Australia, in Which the Gold Regions are Clearly
Indicated.

An example of a conventional tourist guidebook re-purposed for migrants (in the broad
sense) is the volume on German-occupied Poland published in the well-known Baedeker
series during the Second World War, which was primarily aimed at the occupying military
forces and German civilian colonists who were expected to follow them.?! Reader annota-
tions in early modern English almanacs provide some evidence of how people used them as
guides when travelling locally.?? For modern travel guidebooks and handbooks, there is still
research to be done on the specific, material ways in which they circulated among prospec-
tive migrants to be mined for useful information.

To the printed sources of information available to and used by long-distance travel-
lers, including migrants, may be added railway and shipping timetables. By the twenty-first
century, printed timetables of this kind were increasingly obsolete, and at the same time
their format and use continues to be taken for granted. But railway timetables were a nov-
elty in the nineteenth century; the first tabular one was published in 1838. They had to be
invented and designed and re-designed, and recent research on the ways in which people
used them has emphasised how understanding them was a learned skill.??

Other People

At the beginning and end of a migrant journey, there were nearly always human agents and
face-to-face conversations. Word of mouth, in conversations with others who had returned
from a period of migration or with the families that were in contact with those abroad, was
always an element in the information mix, with local points of encounter—the tavern, the
grocery store, the barber shop—key nodes in an information network.

Once they had decided to leave, long-distance migrants might rely on the knowledge and
advice of the agents of the shipping lines, paid employees, or more often sub-contracted
brokers, who sold tickets for oceanic journeys. The Holland America Line had more than
two thousand agents spread across Europe by 1890, and they were part of a network of
middlemen which included agents of various kinds at the point of departure and lodging
house owners at transfer points and ports of call. It was in their interest to offer prospective
migrants a vision of their destination and the nature of the journey that would prompt them
to move, but also as far as possible to keep them safe. Moreover, it was in the interest of
the shipping lines to ensure that if passengers were allowed to board their ships, they would
not be turned back at their destination; they needed to be in conformity with the relevant
immigration regulations. In the 1900s, for example, emigrants travelling from Russia to
America via German ports had to have purchased their tickets before they crossed the Rus-
sian border to be allowed through German territory. The brokers would have made sure
the travellers were aware of that while encouraging them on their journey with the posters
and brochures placed at their disposal by the shipping firms. What migrants could expect
from those in the pay of the shipping firms, then, was a fairly standard combination of
useful information, guidance in filling out the necessary documentation and propaganda.?*
It was the job of the broker to be persuasive, and that of the migrant to identify her or his
relative advantage in weighing up what was said and what was offered. Called to testify at

446



Information and Mobility

an 1889 trial of Jewish travel agents in Poland, which the Habsburg authorities staged in
a drive to stop emigration, Anna Fujarkos and Marjanna Gnapp insisted that the agents
had not swindled or misled them; they had only needed the agents’ help and advice to fulfil
their own reasons for emigrating to the United States: Anna to meet her fiancé, Marjanna
to escape poverty.>

The Roma

Moobility has played a series of distinct but related roles in the history of the Roma. They
have a migration history in the sense outlined above, having left northwest India as a group
and moved westward as early as the fifth century C.E. After spending time in Persia and
Armenia, they settled in the Greek-speaking parts of the Byzantine Empire (the Balkans),
where the first records of their presence date from the thirteenth century. In the early fif-
teenth century, a new wave of migration set in, and a hundred years later Roma groups
were appearing in Britain and Scandinavia, having already established a presence on the
European continent. Often described (and describing themselves) as Egyptians (hence the
term Gypsy), they were recognisable everywhere by their distinctive appearance, dress and
language (Romanes, derived from Sanskrit), and by the fact that they travelled in extended
families and earned their living as entertainers. A second wave of westward migration was
touched off in the middle of the nineteenth century, when Roma who had been enslaved in
Wallachia and Transylvania (today’s Romania) were emancipated and moved to Western
Europe in large numbers.?

Mobility of a different kind became a feature of the Romani way of life in many parts
of Europe once their initial migrations had ended. Among the many stereotypes that were
applied to Roma in the modern period was that of the “nomad”—a romantic misnomer.
In fact, significant numbers of Roma were settled in rural communities and did not travel
at all. Those who did travel generally followed fixed circuits which took them to towns
and villages, fairs and markets, where they dealt in horses, provided services like sharpen-
ing knives and mending pots, sold their own artisanal wares like metalwares, pottery and
baskets, peddled small manufactured goods and textiles, or offered musical entertainments
and acrobatic displays. Roma also operated travelling shows, including (by the twentieth
century) travelling cinemas. These travels were seasonal; during the winter months, Romani
families rested in safe spaces.

Among the different Romani groups that were on the move, it is possible to distinguish
different patterns of mobility. The Sinti who had settled in Germany in the fifteenth century
and the French Manouche tended to travel on relatively closed circuits in their national
territories and borderlands, while the Lovara (whose name denoted their horse-dealing
traditions) and Kalderash (coppersmiths), having arrived in Western Europe relatively late
along with other Eastern European Roma, seem to have been more ambitious, ranging
from Belgium and France to the Balkans on their seasonal travels. Lovara and Kalderash
were also prominent among the Romani groups who took part in the wave of transoce-
anic migration around 1900, often by way of British ports. Groups of Continental Roma
visited England and Scotland on several well-recorded occasions between 1886 and 1913.
Some families travelled on to and across the Americas; these include the Kalderash Ciurons
(also Tschorons), who established a global network of “branch families” that extended to
North and South America and Australia. Others looked to Asia, forming communities as
far East as Shanghai. And those who paused or abandoned their travels to form permanent

447



The Routledge Handbook of Information History

communities in European and American cities maintained ties to family members still on
the move or far away.””

An important driver of mobility for European Roma was the hostility of state authori-
ties. From the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries, they were identified as “heathens” and
vagabonds. They fell under bans in most parts of Europe and were subject to penal sanc-
tions and even massacre. Starting in the eighteenth century, there were repeated attempts to
force them to settle down and lose their cultural distinctness. The westward migration after
the 1880s coincided with and was likely driven by a Europe-wide panic about the “Gypsy
menace,” leading to a reinforcement of police measures that amounted to continuous har-
assment and systematic criminalisation. This modern antigypsyism culminated in the geno-
cidal violence that Roma suffered all over Europe at the hands of the Nazis and their allies
between 1933 and 194S5. Historians explain the nineteenth-century intensification of public
hostility to the Roma as a consequence of the consolidation of nation states, which called
for the policing of borders and meant that people who travelled and communicated across
borders and were typically multilingual were inherently suspect. Geographical mobility and
cultural flexibility (including having a “secret” language of their own) laid Roma open to
the charge of being spies.?®

Under these circumstances, information-gathering had two main functions for travelling
Roma. The first was to sustain productive relationships within and among Romani families.
When Lovara or Kalderash went on the road, they typically formed a kumpania, a group
of households which travelled together for reasons of both pragmatism and affinity. The
households within a kumpania were not necessarily related by blood, and different house-
holds from the same family group could travel with different kumpanji. In a single season, a
kumpania might dissolve and re-form several times, as the group was forced apart by police
action or one household needed to split off for family reasons, but the value of critical mass
for mutual support, protection, and sociability brought them back together again, some-
times incorporating new households. Under these circumstances, it was important to know
where other members of one’s kumpania or family were.”” More generally, the extended
family was the site of socialsation, the guarantor of survival, and the point of reference for
personal and group identity for Roma. The tie of family was critical, even if it was geo-
graphically elastic. Accordingly, getting the news about one’s family members—communi-
cating with or about them—was critical even if one didn’t know where they were. As the
migrant experience shows, sharing news and gossip with family and friends is an inherent
part of social life and can be crucial for getting along in a new place; the special challenge
for travelling Roma was that both parties to a conversation were likely to be in motion.

The second purpose of information-gathering was to provide knowledge of where
and where not to go and of the conditions that awaited travellers at their destination.
Information of this kind included intelligence about the local police force and other au-
thorities—their numbers and attitudes—and more broadly about how receptive a par-
ticular community would be to the presence and needs of the Roma. Would shopkeepers
welcome their custom or lock their doors? Would farmers be willing to sell or trade food
or livestock, or even to exercise charity to hungry travellers? Was there a demand for the
goods the Roma had to peddle or the services they had to offer? Was there someone—a
farmer or an innkeeper—who would allow them to camp on his land?*° These are mainly
questions about opportunities for earning a living, and when Roma routes took them be-
yond regional circuits with which they were relatively familiar, the questions that needed
answering were more specific: horse dealers wanted to know where the nearest horse
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fairs were. Performers and musicians had to learn where to find an audience, and what
would draw the crowds. But Roma were also particularly alert to news of unanticipated
opportunities. Historians Ilsen About and Adéle Sutre have written of the dialectics of
information in the peculiar knowledge economy of the Roma: “Each journey feeds on
encounters and received bits of information which inform their decisions, leading them
onto new trajectories which were never planned but which seem to answer their hope
of being baxtalo—lucky—a fundamental concept in the Romani world.”*' And families
whose hope led them across oceans and prairies needed markers and signposts in genu-
inely unknown territories.

Romani Technologies: “Vurma” and “Patrin”

A long-standing practice of spatial communication among Roma travelling in the country-
side was to place objects by the road to let those who were following know what direction
to follow. Among Lovara Roma, such a message was known as vurma (Lovara Romanes
for track or trace). In the interwar period, Burgenland (Austrian) Lovara marked their
trajectories at crossroads with such things as two stones tied together with horsehair, or
a forked twig with the middle twig pointing in the direction of travel. Signs could also be
made of pig’s bristles, dog’s hairs, pumpkin seeds, cuts in tree trunks, scorched twigs, tears
in pieces of cloth or marks made with coal on walls. Each family had its own set of mark-
ers.’? In his account of travelling with Lovara families mainly in the Low Countries and
France in the 1930s, Jan Yoors reports that a route might be indicated by a branch broken
or with a scrap of textile tied to it at the eye-level of a wagon driver, or else by objects placed
at the side of the road of the kind “that did not seem too out of place and therefore obvi-
ous.”33 Among British Romanies, the standard term for a trail marker is patrin, variations
of which mean “leaf” in many European Romani dialects.?* Thus, the English Romani poet
David Morley writes: “PATRIN/or pateran, pyaytrin, or sikaimasko./The marker used by
Roma/that tell others of their direction,/often grids of branches or leaf-twists or/bark-binds.
Used for passing on news/using prearranged forms, patterns/or permutations of these. Yet/
it also means a leaf or,/simply, a page.”*

The information communicated by these signs went beyond the purely directional, as
Yoors reports: “There are special signs indicating such specific messages as: ‘speed up travel
and join us’; “follow us’; ‘assembling for Kris [the periodic meeting of households to resolve
disputes]’; ‘Rom died, burial ahead’; ‘do not stop around here: local police and population
hostile to Gypsies’; ‘turn back and tread softly,” etc. The leaving of such trails of informa-
tion covers whole territories with an effective intelligence network.”%¢ According to Yoors,
failure to furnish such information to other Roma, and especially to warn them of hazards,
was a punishable offence in the internal code of justice of the Lovara.

Appropriating Technologies to Keep in Touch:
Letters and Telephones, Literacy and Orality

Travelling Roma also made use of the technologies made available by the wider culture.
The oldest of those technologies was of course the writing and exchange of letters. But this
called for some specific adaptations on the part of Romani families as they engaged with
the business of writing letters and of making sure they came into the hands of their intended
recipients.
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Romani culture is traditionally an oral culture. Knowledge of the past, at whose cen-
tre was always the history of the extended family, was communicated by word of mouth
and in particular through a rich storytelling practice, and in the twenty-first century, the
preference for oral over written communication persists within Romani communities. By
extension, before the Second World War, many if not most travelling Roma were formally
illiterate (as signalled at least by the inability to write their names), and this persisted in
the older generations even as formal schooling became available for their children. Non-
literacy was only partly the consequence of schooling avoided or interrupted. Rather, it
can be understood as a strategic choice, a conscious rejection of the terms of non-Romani
culture based on the conviction that the written word detached from the person who had
issued it was inherently untrustworthy. But while word of mouth (what has been called the
“Romani post”) played an important role (for example) in helping scattered families to find
each other after the Second World War,* in practice people who needed to communicate
over distance could not avoid engaging with the written word.

The strategic character of Roma orality is emphasised by the anthropologist Patrick Wil-
liams in his observations about mid-twentieth-century French Roma. He argues that just
as Roma live inside of their respective societies while preserving their own way of life at a
distance from non-Roma (gadje, in Romanes), they “define their relationship to the written
word from ‘inside writing’”—while engaging with the written and spoken word in a vari-
ety of different combinations. One of the examples he offers dates from the 1960s: a Rom
declares that he will “write a letter” to his cousin, selects the letter paper, and proceeds to
dictate to a gadjo scribe. His wording has the form neither of speech nor of formal writing,
but it has a conventional declarative shape and rhythm of its own, dictated in part by the
fact that news and greetings from various other members of the family are communicated
in successive sentences. The scribe is not expected to offer editorial interventions, and the
author makes no changes to the text once it is on paper.® Letters (and postcards) that show
evidence of this kind of dictation can be encountered elsewhere among the surviving traces
of European Romani life in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and this suggests
that the practice that Williams describes was characteristic of many Roma groups. In their
travels through Britain and across the Atlantic, the Ciurons employed a gadjo “secretary,”
and also engaged local gypsiologists to read, write, and translate letters for them.?

As long as they chose not to (literally) write, then, Roma relied on gadje to receive and
transmit information wherever they were, and this reliance—usually informal and based
on trust—extended to Romani engagement with postal systems. The most conventional of
these was the use of the poste restante or General Delivery facility in urban post offices.
One Lovara family head said he could recognise the sender of a letter from the surname to
which it was addressed (he used several different names).*’ Under other circumstances, and
probably more often, Roma used informal “drop points,” usually in businesses managed
by gadje. In Europe, these were often the premises of sympathetic innkeepers or restaura-
teurs, who could hope to benefit from the custom of the large groups of travellers when
they called in for their mail and by the public attention their presence would attract. In the
United States between the wars, the proprietress of a drug store in Fort Smith Arkansas
“handled the mail” for Romani families from all over the country.*!

Travelling Roma also routinely used the newer communication technologies to exchange
information on their journeys. Long-distance phone calls made and received—again—on
the premises of friendly gadje were an important element of their information economy
in the twentieth century. Jan Yoors’ Lovara companion used several different premises
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and distinguished callers by the telephone number at which they contacted him. Yoors’
description of the characteristic way in which he engaged physically with the technology
anticipates Williams’ account of “writing” a letter: “He was ill at ease, stiff, and his speech
became declamatory. Finally, he handed me the telephone receiver, asking me to hold it up
to him like a microphone. Pulika stepped a little to the side, and using both free hands to
gesture in emphasis of his words, he spoke to the telephone rather than into it.”*

Seizing Opportunities: Communications and Transport
Technologies, Non-Romani Intermediaries, and Self-Advertisement

A micro-study of one episode in the history of Romani mobility further underlines the range
and complexity of practices and media that constituted their information economy. In the
spring of 1906, some two hundred Roma travelled from Germany to Britain fleeing intensi-
fied police harassment and seeking new business opportunities (specifically, by their own
account, as horse traders and performers).*> When the last of them, a group of 112, was
forcibly returned to Hamburg in November of that year, it was observed that they were or-
ganising their onward journeys by telephone and telegraph. This strategic engagement with
technological modernity is in keeping with the fact that the Romani families made their
way to and from the ports by train and used scheduled ferries for their crossings, and these
steps involved relatively complex negotiations about transporting the horses and caravans
with which they travelled.

In this particular episode, if we ask how the travellers were informed about how to get
to Britain and what awaited them there, we find some evidence that they relied in the first
instance on the same public actors as other migrants—ticket sellers and travel agents. More
particularly, it was presumably the officers of the shipping lines who gave the travellers the
critical information that they would not be denied entry at British ports if they travelled in
groups of less than 20. It is also clear that intra-community word of mouth was in action
as different groups of travellers communicated their experiences to one another, even across
the North Sea (as some groups of travellers returned before others had set off): Scotland
was a more welcoming place than England, Ireland might be even better.

On their first arrival at a new place in Britain, the travellers clearly depended on local
gadje for information about opportunities: where and how they could earn money. They
rapidly learned where the key horse fairs were, for example. Their progress through the
country also brings home the interactions between the performance culture that many of
them belonged to and an informal information economy. Romani musicians in Germany
generally played either on the street or in country inns where their stock in trade was cur-
rent hits.** The few records we have of their performances in Europe show that they were
quick to adopt the latest dance music into their repertoire. By the time they left Britain,
members of these groups of travellers were performing not only the globally popular cake-
walk, but also versions of the Lambeth Walk; when challenged by the police to move on,
one group burst into a rendition of “I Wouldn’t Leave My Little Wooden Hut for You”—a
music-hall song which had only come out in the previous year.® These Roma had clearly
benefited from contact with locals. Like some friendly innkeepers back home, there were
people in Britain ready to assist the visitors in exploiting their capacity for spectacle—
the public fascination with exotic others. These included pastors who encouraged public
“Gypsy weddings,” farmers on whose land they were allowed to camp, and professional
theatre managers and promoters, some of whom had come to specialise in collaborating
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with visiting Roma. The travellers learned from these people what kind of show and what
tunes would draw a paying audience.

What they did not need to learn was how to promote themselves, and in communicating
information about themselves they made their own use of the opportunities afforded by
the press. The Romani travellers in Britain sold picture postcards of themselves, a practice
which also appears in the Netherlands at the same time. How they managed the trade in
postcards, for example whether they commissioned their own or acquired stock from print-
ers serving the large market in circulating images of “Gypsies,” remains an open research
question. Similarly, Roma engaged in artisanal trades and repair services who travelled in
Europe left a trail of newspaper advertisements and trade cards which were clearly of their
own initiative.*

Counter-Information: Resistance and Subversion

A discussion of the role of information in Romani history would not be complete without
a consideration of the ways in which Roma have historically evaded and subverted modern
information regimes. Managing information and developing complex systems for that pur-
pose are recognised by historians as one of the central functions of the modern state, and in
this context the surveillance and control of the mobility of populations is a key application
of information technologies. These include systems of personal identification (passports)
and of registering and recording individuals and their whereabouts (certification of birth,
death, and marriage; address registers; censuses). The securing of national borders is one
of the principal uses of these systems, and to this end states can be inventive in projecting
as well as processing information. In 2020s Britain, the immigration authorities justified
changes to the treatment of migrants and refugees after their arrival not in terms of what
the migrants themselves might or might not deserve, but as a way of sending a message to
others who might be contemplating an attempted border breach and/or their traffickers—
informing them that a journey was pointless.*’

As noted above, the historical harassment and persecution of Roma was predicated on
their mobility as well as on their cultural non-conformity. Official information systems
were deployed specifically to keep them under surveillance: as early as 1899, the Bavarian
police began systematically compiling a database on Roma; it included more than thirty
thousand individuals at the point when the files were transferred to the new Reich Central
Office for Combatting the Gypsy Nuisance in 1938. The French authorities introduced a
compulsory anthropometric identification document for all itinerants in 1912, with a par-
ticular emphasis on Romani travellers. And by 1930, Roma in two-thirds of German terri-
tories were similarly required to carry identification papers designed specifically for them.*

Roma thus had good reasons to be suspicious of police systems. James C. Scott, one of
the most influential of contemporary scholars to argue that modern states require space
and people to be “legible” (and by extension recordable), numbers the Roma among those
who have historically practised “the art of not being governed.” He argues that orality,
the resistance to literacy and to written records, is itself an effective strategy for evading
governance.*’

A Romani practice that commonly frustrated police and researchers alike was the
use of dual naming systems: typically, Romani individuals had both a Romani name
by which they were known to family and friends, and which was rarely if ever written
down, and given names and surnames characteristic of the wider community in which
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they lived. In official contexts, these latter names were used. But in everyday life, it was
the Romani name that had a fixed association with the person, while the use of non-
Romani “civil” names was strategic and flexible. Families or individuals might adopt a
regional surname and use it over several generations, but choose a new one (or choose
to let the authorities record a different one) as circumstances changed. While the use of
non-Romani names was approached largely as a matter of convenience, Roma marriage
and child-raising practices meant that they sometimes had to be deployed strategically.
Roma generally started their families very young, and registering a baby under the name
of another adult could screen families against the kinds of questions that might be raised
where the natural mother was still legally underage. Among German Sinti in the 1920s
and 1930s, it was common for women to take the “German” surnames of their hus-
bands in public and official contexts and for their children also to be registered under
the father’s surname, even when they were married according to Romani custom rather
than before the law.

The utility of this practice for the Romani subjects is obvious, though it continues to
complicate the study of Romani history. Under the Nazis, it was answered by the grotesque
policy of forcing two generations of people born to such couples to adopt their mothers’
surnames. The National Socialist drive to make the Roma legible once and for all was the
first step in a process that led to forced registration, violent and physically invasive meas-
ures to determine people’s family background and “racial” status, immobilisation, and in-
ternment, and finally to genocide. Compounded by the failures of official acknowledgement
and compensation after 19435, this experience left many survivor communities even more
sceptical than before of letting the gadje know who they were and where to find them.*

Conclusion: Moving Targets

Information history operates at the intersection of social and cultural history and the his-
tory of technology. It involves the study both of the material media which moved informa-
tion and of the ways in which people have used those media. But while we see information
as inherently in motion, historians of the Global North have often pictured its human
subjects as static. Attention to the information needs and practices of users who are them-
selves mobile—among them migrants and peripatetic groups such as Roma—highlights the
very wide range of media (human and material, formal and informal) that may constitute
particular information economies. At the same time, the lens that brings moving subjects
into focus should sharpen the historian’s awareness of how far modern civic norms of
settledness, traceability, and legibility have been contested. Information regimes have been
designed to facilitate and enforce a system of bordered nation states, and people who need
to move have developed inventive strategies for appropriation, evasion, and disruption—
though often at a heavy cost.
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