The Tyneside Roma: another chapter in a long history
Immigration has been a part of Tyneside life, since the day the first settlers arrrived by the banks of the wide meandering river, as the ice sheets retreated back towards the poles and the last Ice Age ended.   We know very little about life around the River Tyne before the Romans, but we can be pretty sure that people moved towards the river and settled there, at least for a while, as part of their nomadic lifestyle. At the very least, the river would have provided drinking water and a form of transport.  It was some of these early pre-Roman inmmigrants who gave the River Tyne its name. 
Then came another wave of immigrants, from the warmer, sunnier climes of the south; the Romans. According to the written records it was these immigrants who founded Newcastle or Pons Aelium as the Romans called it, when they built the first known bridge over the River Tyne, at the first place upstream which was narrow enough, roughly where the Swing Bridge is now.  
We do know where some of these immigrants came from.  Some of those who came to patrol the wall came from what is now modern day Syria and brought ther Mithraic religion with them. We also know that boatmen came from  what is now Iraq and it is thought that the fort at South Shields might have been given the name Arabeia, because of the Arabs who were stationed there.  
After the Romans left in the 5th century, other immigrants came. Firstly, the Anglo-Saxons arrived, bringing an early version of the English language and they were soon followed by other immigrants from further north.  Soon the mixture of Anglo-Saxons and Vikings would come to represent the people of Northumbria.
A lot of these were to be wiped out by more immigrants from the south, as Norman invaders wiped out many of the villages across Northeast England in the Harrying of the North genocide in 1069-70.  There would follow three centuries of hardship for the people of the region as their Norman overlords imposed the brutal feudal system on them.    Meanwhile to the north, the border area with Scotland would become a byword for lawlessness and seemingly endless strife. 
By the 16th century, with the Tudors firmly ensconsed in power in London, the feudal system gradually came to an end and so did the strife near the border.  With peace in the north and a growing city in London in the south, which needed keeping warm during cold winters, so the next stage of the history of the region and its story of immigration was about to unfold. 
Mining of coal had taken place in Northeast England since at least the time of the Boldon Book written in 1183 and there is even speculation that the Romans had used coal found near the Tyne.   However it was from the times of the Tudors and particularly in the 18th century that the coal-mining really expanded, as mines were developed and the need for more miners to work in them became imperative. Soon iron and steel and shipbuilding were also expanding rapidly.  
The area around Tyneside had been relatively sparsely populated during the Middle Ages, so when the world's first industrial revolution hit the region, there were never going to be enough men to work there. So Tyneside and the counties to the north and south became the Yukon ofthe North.  Sure the gold was black and not pretty and sparkly, but the effect was the same. Families poured into the region from all over, one of which was the family of the Spennymoor artist Norman Cornish. 
Norman had a paternal grandfather from Cornwall, possibly one of the tin miners who came from that county and another from Sligo in ireland.  His maternal grandfathers were from  Scotland and Lancashire.  this would make Norman somehow very typical of so many Northeast people - a bit of Cornwall, a bit of Ireland, some Scotland and a dollop of Northern England. This is how Northeast people often are - forged by inward migration in the early years of the industrial revolution.    
One of the groups of people who came to Tyneside were the Irish. They first started to arrive in sizeable numbers of the early decades of thr 19th century, attracted by the relatively high wages in the growing industries in Tyneside.  Then there was a larger influx after the Potato Famine in Ireland in the late 1840's and soon about 9% of the population of Northeast England was Irish-born. There was always some friction betwen the Irish and others; they had a different religion, Catholicism and often came with a different language irish, especially if from the west of Ireland. Some of the mining villages had Irish ends, with their own pub and Catholic Church, while in South Tyneside some of the sectarian tensions of the north of Ireland were also imported to the Northeast. 
One of the major flashpoints came in 1851 and was commemorated in the Ned Corvan song, 'The Horrid War i' Sangyet'. The song told the story of how a virulently anti-Catholic preacher, who went by the name of Ranter Dick, had set up to preach down by the River Tyne in the Sandgate area, home at the time to a large contingent of Irish immigrants. As he began to speak so many of the Irish came out of their steep tenements to oppose Dick and began rioting with the police.  Locals, who would often have been fighting the police themselves, this time joined in on the police side against the Irish. Other incidents occurred in other areas of the region, including Lady Londonderry, wife of notorious coalowner Lord Londonderry, attempting to block the building of a Catholic Church in Seaham in County Durham.   
However, the story of  the Irish immigration into Northeast England has a much happier ending, although with one very sad twist. Gradually the Irish became accepted and became part of what it is to be a Geordie. It has been argued that one factor was that in the mining areas, men who worked underground with their marras, were not going to be too worried what religion they were .  There was also the huge blood sacrifice on 1st July 1916.   The Tyneside Irish Regiment had taken nearly two years to put together, but was destroyed within about two hours of the start of the Battle of the Somme.  This blood sacrifice helped to give others on Tyneside the feeling that the Irish living amongst them really were part of the same community as them.  Now, all the arguments seem silly; are Ant and Dec, Geordies or Irish? Does anybody care anymore?
And then there is the story of the Yemenis in South Shields.  Yemeni men began to arrive in the port of South Shields on the southern bank of the mouth of the Tyne in boats from Aden, then part of the British Empire.  Slowly, but surely a small Yemeni community negan to develop in South Shields, often shunned by the rest of the population.  Indeed the Holborn area of South Shields became home to a number of Yemeni-run boarding houses, as others wouldn't take in Yemenis.  For a short while during the First World War, Yemenis were accepted a little more, as a shortage of men meant that the boats had to be crewed by somebody, but once the conflict was over and local men had returned, the tension between the Yemenis and the local population was as great, if not greater, than ever.
Then came the Wall Street Crash in October 1929 and the ensuing depression and downturn in need for boats to be carrying goods.  Consequently, there was less work for seamen and a rota system was established for men on the boats in South Shields, as it was elsewhere, and members of the anti-racist Minority Movement, a breakaway from the National Union of Seamen, soon decided that the rota was essentially anti-Yemeni and racist in nature.  Things came to a head at the Mill Dam, down where the Customs House Theatre is now, on 1st August 1930.  A picket of Yemenis and their supporters from the Minority Movement were wound up by an agent provacateur by the name of Hamilton.  Soon a riot between the Yemenis and the police ensued, with a number of policemen receiving serious injuries.
Once the dust had settled, so the courts swung into action.  Many of the Yemenis were deported and many others were imprisoned. Then something rather interesting happened. No longer viewed as a threat, the Yemenis were embraced by the local population.  indeed by 1958, the Siunday sun prodcued a large article entitled 'South Shields - the Town that solved it's Colour problem?', while David Bean, writing in The Guardian on 1st March 1962 described South Shields as ' study in integration'.  The acceptance of the Yemeni population in South Shields was further enhanced in the summer of 1977, when Muhammad Ali, still hevayweight champion of the world,  visited and had his third marriage blessed at the mosque.         
The immigration into Tyneside has continued since the Second World War, with many groups coming here, adding to our collective life.  These have included the Bosnian community who came here to escape the war in the 1990's and many of whom have now become highly respected professionals. contributing much to Tyneside life.
One group who have come here in large numbers in recent years are the Roma from the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Romania. This is a group of people who have suffered 1 000 years of persecution and discrimination Europe, since arriving here from the Punjabi area of India.  Always seen as slightly different from other Europeans, they have been murdered, enslaved and discriminated against down the centuries, culminating in the murder of at least 500 000 Roma in the Holocaust or Porajmos.  Although that particular nightmare ended over 70 years ago, the discrimination in education, housing, the job market, health service provision and many other areas of life persists across wide swathes of Europe.  I have heard a number of Roma, now based on Tyneside tell me that the Roma were better off under the oppressive Communist regimes in Eastern Europe than they are today.    
If you are a Roma child in many areas of Eastern Europe, the chances are that you will end up in segregated education, stuck out of the way in a so-called elementary school, with a very limited curriculum. This would naturally give you very limited life chances when you leave. Consequently your chances of breaking into the job market are very limited and even if you have received a better education, your surname or address will often mean that you are discriminated against. 
Speaking of your address, Roma are often stuck in ghettos, deliberately housed away from the rest of the community. I visited one of these ghettos, a run-down housing project called Chanov, in August 2013. It was on the outskirts of a Czech Republic town called Most and you could tell from a map what was going on.  Located between a railway and a dual carriageway with one road in and out of the housing area, it was clear that the intention was just to push them out of the way.  The facilities were one kiosk and a 'cultural centre' which contained a pool table. I walked briefly round another estate in the town, with its well kept flower beds and freshly painted housing blocks and the contrast could not have been clearer.  On numerous occasions in recent years, across Europe, Roma have been evicted from their homes as it suits the local authorities and quite often the agenda of a multinational company that they be moved. Amnesty International documented one situation in the early 2010's where Roma were evicted frrom their homes in Belgrade and dumped on wasteground in the same sort of containers we find on roll-on, roll-off ferries.  And the site was next to a sewage treatment plant, in case people didn't get the message.   
Then there are the regular attacks on members of the Roma community in many areas of Eastern Europe, attacks have some times ended in nobody being found guilty. Meanwhile, a resurgent far-right have piled pressure on the Roma community.  On 25th August 2013, the BBC reported that, hundreds of far-right activists had staged anti-Roma marches in towns and cities across the Czech Republic, only one of many examples of marches whipping up hatred against what is a very vulnerable and marginalised community.  Indeed much of Europe is now for the Roma, what Theresa May might have called 'a hostile environment'.
As noted earlier, these problems have been going on since the fall of the Communist regimes in Eastern Europe in 1989 and 1990. The collapse of these regimes meant that a pandora's box of hatred and discrimination was unleashed in many of the countries, which had previously been ruled oppressively by the iron grip of totalitarianism.  The Roma were among the main targets for racists who crawled out of the woodwork and felt inclined to vent their spleen on a vulnerable and marginalised group, while discrimination in the provision of public services soon became apparent. Consequently, Roma began appearing in the UK in the 1990's as asylum seekers and the dispersal scheme of the early 2000's saw many come to Tyneside.  After the expansion of the EU in 2004, their families were able to come and join them and the Roma community on Tyneside really developed.  
The Roma currently living on Tyneside, most of whom are from the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Romania, now number about 10 000 in Newcastle and several hundred in Gateshead.  Like any immigrant community, they face the language barrier. Then there are the cultural barriers, the misunderstandings of situations which again can face any migrant community.  In the case of the Roma, the fact that it has tended to be more of an outdoor culture than some others, has lead to misunderstandings, as locals have become concerned with so many younger Roma hanging around on street corners.  Similarly, there have been issues about the removal of rubbish from backstreets in Benwell where many Roma live, when a few years ago some rubbish was left in the backstreets instead of being put in wheelie bins.  Commendably, the council in Newcastle responded by  a programme of education, rather than chastisement. But then, if you have come from a country, where the wheelie bins were not for you or your people, how would you know you should be using them?  
This brings us to the other great barrier the Roma face; the barrier of conditioning.  Although the Roma have come to Tyneside to escape the appalling prejudice and discrimination they face in other parts of Europe, the effects of that prejudice and discrimination have sadly often travelled with them. Consequently, they are often afraid of anything which looks like authority, even if it might be there to help them and are therefore less likely to engage with service providers.  And as we shall see, this is a group who have a particularly strong need for help from service providers. 
A Living Tradition runs a kavárna (cafe) or drop-in in Gateshead, where local Roma can come and enjoy a coffee and a chat, whilst service providers from organisations such as the Gateshead Citizens Advice Bureau and others, come to them to help them.  Members of the community have come to the kavárna with a range of problems they have needed help with. These have included debt advice, help with sorting out council tax (ensuring they get rebates they are entitled to),  dealing with rent arrears and with water bills. Those being helped are not English speakers, so by having excellent interpreters the kavárna has been able to help Roma to sort these problems out. Universal Credit has also proved to be a huge headache for many Roma and  they have been helped with this also.
Housing is another huge area where local Roma need help. Among other problems, there are cases of landlords creating service charges for no apparent reason.  When one landlord was phoned about this, he promptly hung up..... Another landlord had overcharged a family when they had moved out, charging them for removal of furniture, despite photographic evidence that the home was empty.  When the families have allowed it, as sometimes they are afraid of the landlord, Environmental Health have been phoned, because of a range of problems including the presence of rats, mould and there being no bathroom in a rented property.
In terms of employment, there was a case where a Roma was not paid by an agency for the last two weeks of work and wasn't sent a P45.  People are still worried about employers, who are often also their landlords. Consequently there is not always anything that can be done at the moment as some are afraid of losing their jobs and/or their homes.   People need to have National Insurance numbers or have a child registered as one year old.  There are still numerous Roma families who are 'off the radar' and not receiving the benefits they need and are entitled to. They don't know their rights and as a result they are vulnerable to exploitation by landlords and employers.   Indeed some of the Roma on Tyneside have been trafficked here and their 'employment' and housing are strictly controlled.  If you have been approached to have your car washed in the car park of a Tyneside supermarket, you will have met some of them. 
This is just a snapshot of the problems Roma on Tyneside are facing. The biggest problem now looming large is Brexit.  Roma will need to apply for Settled Status, which has three requirements. The third of these is a criminal records check. The other two are somewhat more problematic.  There is a need to prove residency.  In many cases, this is more difficult than it might seem, when the landlord doesn't give any contract and there is no relationship between the family and either the HMRC or the Department of Works and Pensions.  There is also a need to prove which country you came from.  But many Roma now have out-of-date passports. There are doubts as to whether the relevant embassies will have the time and the capacity to issue new ones in time.    
Due to the effects of the years of discrimination and prejudice in Eastern Europe, not to mention the 1 000 years of pogroms, slavery and exclusion which proceeded it, culminating in the Holocaust or Porajomos, the Roma are in a very difficult situation. It is difficult for them to trust many of the people wh can help them. and yet, the history of migration into Tyneside surely has lessons for us, lessons which show us that if they stay, they can become a successful and settled community on Tyneside.
Groups of people such as the Irish and the Yemenis, as well as many others, have come to Tyneside, with different languages, religions and cultures and made a success of life here. They may have struggled at first and there may also have been hostility to them, but over time both the struggles and the hostility have decreased, to the point where they become part of the wider community.  And crucially, they have integrated into the wider community without having to lose their distinctive identity.  If you go to Gallowgate today, you can see the Tyneside Irish Centre and the Chinese Arch outside it, both reminders that it is pefectly normal to be both Geordie and Irish or Geordie and Chinese, or to put it another way, a Geordie with Irish, Chinese or for that matter any other roots. There is no reason why in the future there can't be Roma Geordies, who speak with Geordie accents and support the local football team, but have not forgotten ther cultural roots.  And of course, those cultural roots can by then have become part of the cultural heritage of Tyneside as a whole.
If we can look forward ten years into the future, then a whole generation of Tyneside-based Czech, Slovak and Romanian Roma children will have been through the education system.   Some will have left school at 16, some will have gone to college and some will have gone to university. But all of them will be fluent English speakers, they will have qualifications to allow them to enter the job market with confidence and they will have seen that service providers are there for them as much as anybody else and they will have confidence in dealing with them. If we can remember how modern Tyneside was largely built on inward migration, how we have been through teething problems with new groups many, many times before and if we can give this community the support they need at the moment, there is no reason why they can't play a full part in the economic and social life of Tyneside in the future and in so doing add something new to our already rich cultural life.    
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