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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

As E.H. Carr pointed out in 1960, a ‘mere fact about the past’ is not the same as 
‘a fact of history’. He described how a past event could be retrieved by a 
historian, whose citation would propose it for ‘membership of the select club of 
historical facts’. Carr further argued that before it could become a full member, 
it would have to journey from the footnotes to the main text. Of course, many 
facts about the past are never ‘gallantly rescued’ by historians or anyone else.1 
Indeed, it took the determined efforts of ideologically committed academics to 
research and recover the histories of women and marginalised, powerless 
peoples. The nature of the historical profession is such that the pioneering work 
of an individual can establish a research area, as the landmark work of E.P. 
Thompson did for the history of social class. But as Carr points out, one citation 
by one historian is not sufficient; others must also judge that a ‘fact about the 
past’ is also a ‘fact of history’. In stark contrast with the numerous books on 
class that Thompson inspired, David Mayall’s historical research on Gypsies has 
been notable for its lack of successors.2 Since not all ‘facts about the past’ are 
admitted to the formal, professional world of ‘facts of history’, the dearth of 
such facts about Irish Travellers is neither unique nor particularly surprising. 
However, the process of transforming the existence and past lives of Irish 
Travellers into a ‘fact of history’ has been slowly and sporadically underway for 
over ten years.  
 
The landmark volume edited by May McCann, Séamas Ó Síocháin and Joseph 
Ruane  Irish Travellers: Culture and Ethnicity (Belfast, 1996) was the first 
interdisciplinary academic work to analyse Travellers as a distinct group within 
Irish society. Since then, Bryan Fanning’s case study of the historical perception 
of Travellers in Ennis, County Clare, and Jane Helleiner’s exhaustive analysis of 
Galway City have contributed to a greater awareness of how important the 

                                                 
1 E.H. Carr, What is History? (2nd ed., edited by R.W. Davies, London, 1990), p 12. 
2 David Mayall, Gypsy-Travellers in Nineteenth-Century Society (Cambridge, 1988), 
English Gypsies and State Policies (Hertfordshire, 1995), Gypsy Identities 1500-2000: 
from Moon-Men to the Ethnic Romany (London, 2003). 














































