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ST EFIC vOYAGES of

discovery begin with

AM 0CoEn crossing oF
atrek across trackbess desert.
But one of ihis century’s
Mmore unusual odysseys—a
lourney between cultures,
Across seversl continents and
through war and prison—be-
gan by accident in a Belgian
village on o wirm spring af-
lernoon in 1934, And the
Woyager was then a child.

On that day, 12-vear-old
Jan Yoors was plaving in a
field near his home, when he

z foticed smoke from a camp-
fire. Godng closer, he found » semicirele of 15 covered wooden
Liypsy wagons, Several Gypay boys ran oult to et him. They
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b played in the grass tagether; then the boys tought Yoors g
tew words of their language and invited him to share their
]

dinner, “It was then,” Yoors Writes, “that | committed my
ONe great semi-conscious error: | staved hve more minuies ™
That night he shared the Giypsics” sleeping pluce—fenther
quilis spread on the groaend ;
“We lay on our backs and loaked up into the starey sky. , . .
I noticed a shooting star and. cager wo share this with Nanosh.
pointed out to him where it had passed, far away. Ina hushed,
husky voice he told me never to do this again ; for each star in
the sky is a man on carth, When « SRAT runs away it mesns that
i thiel tukes Right, and if you point a finger at a shooting star
the man it represents is likely to be captured ™
When the Gypsies maved camp the nexi Mmorming, Yoors
went with them. His five minutes stretched into ten years,
Duwring that time, his kunpania, or extended Ffmily, roamed
throughout Eurepe, from Spain to Poland, Cree oslovakin
o Furkey, The men traded horses: the women told fortunes,
Linlike many others who have tricd. ¥oors wis accepted by
the Gypsies from the start. Pulika, the wise and resourceful
Kivmpania leader, allowed Yaoors LoeCommee amdd goal will, And
50 he returned to his amazingly tolerant parents for two ar
three monihs during some
winters, and then each Spring
wandered across Europe to
find Pulika’s Kimpaita onee
again. He was accepted pri-
marily because he was a child
when he first came. A few
years later, and he could not
have slipped through the
door. Looking back on the
diy of his first nHeting with
the Gypsy boys, Yoors writes
in e 'l".-'_:.'l"'f«."-. the book in
which he first describes his
travels: *“As somelimes bl p-
pens belween very yolng
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human beings, there was from the be-
ginning o fecling of great ease, almaost
one of having met before,™

A feeling of having met before. When
I first came across Jan Yoors' books a
year of two ago and begin passing them
on Lo others, | found that people were
usunlly as deeply affected as 1. One
friend described how, for several days
after finishing the lost page of The Gyp-
siex, he had a fecling ol overwhelming
aaciness, almost of bereavement. We re-
turned to the subject in conversation for
manths afterwards. 1 began to discover
spmething of a network of Yoors™ ad-
mirers—nod really a cult. though, for
there was no cult figure: no one Knew
what had become of Yoors himself,

I often wondered at the source of his
books' peculiar appeal. It is. | think,
this: Jan Yoors' experience is one of
those rare ones in which someone has
lived out o myth, At its deepest layer
that myth is that secret wish of us all:
10 be born again in a different place and
a different time=—a time and place more
intense, more heroic and closer 1o the
gore of life than the humdrum, restric-
tive present. Yoors had not only done
this, shedding his old life for a new one;
he had found the life of this splendid,
earthy, free-wandering race to be even
richer than he had imagined. The bokd-
ness of Yoors' running away o join
them—and this is the source of my
friend s sadness—felt almost like a re-
proach tothose of us who stayed behind.

As the young Yoors was drawn more
deeply into Gypsy culture, what ap-

led to him maost was the Gypsies’
love for the “heroic, perpetual present.”
They are not trapped by attachment 1o
possessions, time of place, Gypsies—
the true Gypsies, or Rom—are always
on the move and never settle down in
one country. In their language there are
no words for the names of days, months
and years. [t matters only if it is winter—
a dreaded season, when they have fo
camp several months in e spot—or
spring or summer, when they can travel
once Again.

Caught by the strange appeal of his
writing. | began to wonder what had be-
come of Jan Yoors. If he were alive to-
day he would be in his 505, Was he sl
among the Gypsies? And could their
culture survive in an age of jets and tele-
vision? | imagined Yoors robust and
vigarous, and of course out of doors, by
a Gypsy campfire, ina forest or meadow,
in & caravan rolling down a European
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country road. Yet he must have lived in
Britain or the United States, for his
books were written inan English of con-
siderable beauty. One of them carricd a
puzzling note of acknowledgment “to
all those who share my rool.™ As it
terned out, 1 did not have far o look
fiar him.

BLOCK AWAY, Mew York Uni-

versily students with books un-

der their arms line up at the
Xerox machine in the Copyquick shop.
Then there is the shaded expanse of
Washingion Square, peopled, this hot
sumimer day, with hundreds of MNew
Yorkers in their shinsleeves and police-
men patrolling in pairs, A few houses
past the square, a door is opened by a
handsome woman with an intelligent
face and a light accent. *Do come in,™

Inside. | momentarily have the imipres-
sion of having stepped into 4 museum,
The large, sparsely-furnished central
room has a high ceiling, and on its walls
hang several vast tapestrics, ten to 15
feet long, bold and abstract. Strong
brown and black splashes cover light
backgrounds with shapes vaguely re-
sembling huge waves or flames, Enters
ing the room, I 3e¢ that the entire length
of one wall is covered with a high
wooden loom, with rollers thick as wlke-
phone poles. On it, & new apesiry is
half woven.

Across the room, a man raises his
head and smiles. He is in a wheelchair.
He rolls across the Moor, hand extended.
Jan ¥oors looks utterly different from
the person [ expected. His gray hair falls
easily an inch or two below his ears, The
hair and his tortoiseshell glasses give
him & professorial air; he Tooks more
fike o philosopher than o Gypsy.

| ask him about the wheelchair and he
explains; he has no legs. They are bt
amputated, the result of a circulatory
ailment that came on very suddenly
about three years ago. It is hard to take
this in. But he does not return to the sub-
ject except when 1 bring it up: in five
minotes 1 have completely forgotten
ghat I'm talking 1o someone who & in a
wheelchair, His bearing asks Tor po
pity. It is not that he defies pity, like
someane who scems to be bravely over-
coming a handicap. To his own injury,
Yoors simply pays no attention,

However, my asking him about his
operation has reminded him of a Gypsy
story, nnd he is already in the middle of
it. gesturing frequently and speaking
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with broad, Slavie-sounding vowels. . . .
“When | was in the hospital, we told nio
one, Absolutely nobody. We didnt want 1
people coming all day with their sym-
paathy ;. we just wanled (o resume our
pormal lives. 1 wanted to get back 1o my
work at the loom here. But, the very
pight 1 get home from the hospatal, the
phone rings at three o'clock in the marn-
ing. Somcone is speaking Romany [the
Civpsy language, a descendant of San-
skrit], so my wife gives me the phone. It
is & Gypsy, whose voice 1 don’t know,
calling from Copenhagen, which is now
a sort of world meeting place for Gyp-
sics. He culls me by my Gypsy name.
WVanmya,” he says, ‘We've heard the news,
We are coming.’

“Three weeks tater, another phons
call. Also at three o'clock in the morm-
ing. This time from Barcelona. *Don’t
worry,” he says, “We are on the way. This
is Mene, We have been traveling many
wvears in South Africa. Rafi and his Kuene
pania are coming from Australia. They
will meet us in Montreul and then we
will ull come 1o vou.” Mene? Rafi? And
then he explains in his Gypsy way: “We
are the sons of Ruva, When we Last saw
you, you were shaving: we were nit.”
Buva | remembered—a 'I:-lj'rlhf | knew
in Spain, about M years ngo. | only
dimly remembered that e hid had small
children.

“Three weeks loter, they call again,
“Vanya, we're here,” There were 30 of
them— 11 aduls and 19 children, They
stayed at a hotel at Coney Island. They
turned the place upside down: the chils
dren had races with the elevators: They
came to see me every day. We ronsted
whole pigs in the freplace for thens
When we went out—they lrked Chinese
restaurants—the procession would
stretch over a whole  block. Peoples
would stop their cars and stare at USS
They were all following me in my wheelss
chair; 1 must have looked like a Mafia 8
don with his entourage. They stayeds
three months, coming every day. AR
then suddenly they left. | don’t knows
where they are now. But . . " Yoors
smibes, spreading his hands, palms ups
“ L someday they'll come back.™

The large room we are talking in s nol
only the workroom and living roam bet
something of a traffic circle as well;
ous- people pass inand oul &
weaving materials and big w
boxes of vegetables. Three of (hem
children, aged ninc 1o 13, apd, a5 Y,
calls oul 1o them, 1 realoee they an
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named after members of his old ¢ ISy
family. Yoors® wife, Marianne, who had
mct me at the door, is Duich-born: her
sister Annebert, also a gentle-featured
woman in her 50k, is working ot the
loom as we talk, She pushes 3 wooden
shuttle back and forih and then packs
the wefl threads of wool varn tightlyinto
place by flicking a screwdrives rapidly
down belween the warp threads with a
st gentle thud, thud, thud, From
time Lo time she is joined in her work by
twardark-haired Fapanese women— Ma.
toe und Masumi. Everyone goes by first
nimes only. But, when required, they
ull wse the last name of Yoors. Here, in
the middle of Greenwich Willage, is a
miniature, patriarchal Givpsy Enunipania,
“ltis better this way,™ Jan Yoors Slys.
“Ldon’t get into those stand-off battles
with my children 1he way most Amer-
ican parents do. We may get into a fight,
bul the showdown never comes, beeguse
the child then geis involved with ane of
the other adults, No, 1 den't think of it
S COmImune. A commune is a would-
be IEIJ‘I'!E LU T |.I|_|.:l_'|_!'||_'| because far

some micalistic reason Yol wiknd bor live -

“A teeling of having met before”

commtrally. Here, we share a common
work, and so, sharing the household s
@ natural outgrowth of that. And on
normal commercial loom, esch worker
works his own square meter : here we all
work together.”

I'he tapestrics are signed with Jan
Yoors' name, though: he does the orig-
inal design—rfull-scale, on a huge sheet
of paper, which he calls g “eartoon,”
pasted up behind the loom as a sort of
roadmup for the weavers: then he and
everyone else pitch in to do the actual
weaving. The finished tapestrics hang in
muscums, offices and public buildings
throughout the 1.5, and Eurape,

There is something disturbing about
all this patriarchy. Finally I realize thay
What L am feeling about it is not 5o much
anger as disappointment. One wanis
heroes whaole, But they never come that
Wiy, Yoors senses my disapproval; he
mentions that his daughter does not like
it when, during visits by Ciypsies, the
men and women go to SEpErate roams.
Yoors says this about his daughier’s
feelings with a distingt note of pride: he
plainly values her Gypsy-like independ-
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ence of mind, despite its elash with the
culture he loves. One wants cultures
without such contradictions, b per-
haps they don't come that way, either,

CThe Gypsies love them. ™

; ; Yoors savs, “but they are al-

ways a bit puzzied, “But what da you
need them for? For them, attachment
to an artifit is something neurotic.
They don't ke photographs or monu-
ments. You should not have 1o make
something to be happy, ex pecially some-
thing designed to last Far into the future,
Happiness is people— lfamily, other
Gypsics, having feasts. There is no pride
I cireer.”

Are Gypsies still traveling the warld
today, as they did when he started lis ing
with them more than 40 yoars ago?

M course, In Western Eurape, now,
the camper truck has replaced the
wooden wagon, but they still call it by
the same name— virdon, And Lhey still
park them in a circle at night, Here in
America the virdon is uwsnally a Lincoln
Lontinental, In some parts of the world,

E GO BACK Lo the tapestrics,



“No words for the names of days, months and years?

nothing has changed at all, In 1967 1
was in Uzbekistan — Soviet Central
Asia, We were drving along a road {a
Feussiam guide was showing me local an
objects)and all of a swdden I saw a train
of 30 wooden wagons, Fifiy of them!
Ahhh .. "Wt o minute. 1 sud, *U'm
getting out here.” 1 traveled with them
for a whole week. It was wonderTul. You
might think they would have difficulty
getting around in the USSR, which has
intermal PissOr iz, laws mgimsl nomadls
and 0 on. But they managed, Whenever
we came 1o a village, the police would
come oul, The Gypsics would apologize
for having no permits and then say,
*‘But we are only going 1o 0ur cowsin's
widding. 1t's not in this villape, but the
next.” "Oh, you mean over in Oichestvo’
(or wherever), the police would =say,
figuring they'd let the authorties there
deal with the problem of all these un-
authorized people. “Yes! Oichestivol
That's it," the Gypsws would say. and
miake 4 big show of asking dircctions.
And the police would say, *Okay, move
along, then,” They had been travehng
for manths this way, all across the Soviel
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Union. The Russians have something of
a soft spod in their hearts for Gypsics.
after the third vodka, anyway.”

Laypsies, Yipors says, adapt their work
easily 1o fit the needs of whatever coun-
try they are in. In Luatin America, they
are often tinsmiths, In Mexico, they
travel in trucks with battery-powered
film projectors, showing movics in small
villages without electricity. In the LL5,,
they knock on people’s doors and offier
to fix dented fenders. Everywhere the
women tell fortunes.

Giypsies are divided into four prin-
cipal tribes and many more sub-tribes.,
Some tribes Yoors has no use for—par-
ticularly these who have abandoned the
wandering of the true Rom and setthed
down for good in one country, s0me-
times becoming heavily involved in or-
ganized crime. Others, like his own
Lowara tribe, have developsd an ex-
tremely strict code of honor, although
it usually applies more o their dealings
with each other than to those with the
Gajo (the non-Gypsicsh One American
Liypsy Y o0rs knew, for instance, was
.;:||,|_|,-:|||_ without toals on a fender-mend-
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ing cxpedition. 1t was a Sumsday and
hardware stores were closed, but grocery
SUOTES WETE Opien, S0 ke filled in the dents
with liverwurst, then painted them over.

I ask him what the survivors of the
Gvpay band he once Tived with do now.
“Oh, they tell fortunes, and they scll
rugs, Mor cover.” Cover for what?
“PMease!™ Yoors holds up his hamds,

“They are my kin.”
Y France with lis Gypsy band

when the Cermans imvaded, He
felt torn between two worlds, Gypsies
have never, as a group, taken part in
warfare. For Yoors the decmon was
doubly difficult, for Pulika wanted him
to marry Djijo, a young woman of the
kimparia 10 whom he was deeply al-
tracted. “Having seen the luminous
shore.” Youors wriles, 1 decided nod b
cross over to il Regretfully, he left the
Gypsics and made his way 1o German-
occupicd Paris, heping to slip from there
to England to join the British Army.
Waiting for his underground passage
out of the country, he took refuge e

oogs was |8 years old and in
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“The Gypsies' love for the heroic, perpetual present”

nanmery, € P|'||:|.I.|rl. aman kiocked on g he
door of his room, He was an agent of
Hritish Intelligence, He had come to 1ell
Yoors: Wewant you to go back and 1o
arganize the Gypsies for us,

In his second book, Cra ssinE, Yoors
described the events that followed, Afier
many weeks on the road, he found his
Kumpeanic again and was greeted with
grent rejoicing. After the we leaming
feast, he and Pulika talked about the
war about 10 envelop them. Standing gin
a meadow at night, the fiery young
idealist argued '-L|I|| the skeplical sage
This time, this war, Yoors told |'.|I|A.|.
the Gypsies would have to break witl
their tradition; Nazism wials Loo lerrible:
i Germany itsell Gypsics were being
Stnl 10 concentriiion camps, Pulika
then spoke eloquently about how
P'“" ose of hife :l"-ll-""li. I'Ia\ll'r'h. 1= 3 record
o lost illusions, Do aal mocept their
weological passions,” he told Yoors,
“They are lies . . . more easily believed
than truth, and courage about death of-
len disguises cownrdice aboyt lific. Leave
Io-others the quest for eternal certain-
15 . . . one day you will learn again 1o

the

open the closed fist.” And then, ab-
ruptly, Pulika told Yoors he would ec-
tablish liaison with the Resistance,
Pulika then ha uslily arranged a meet-
ing of the ke, & sort of asqe mbly of the
keaders of all the m; yjor I!\..'u'.l"lr.l.'-.ll.'l."\- It 1%
the {.l'-|'ﬂ-ll.'~ suprefme court of low and
decision-making body. The traditional
coming together of hundreds of wagons
wits out of the question because of the
troceps o0 the roads, and so the mecting
ook place ot a provincial French tav-
ern. Toauthorities who were susnicians
" 50 many poopde gathering, Ciypay
seaders expliined I|||.:. WETC 55 -rnhlm ]
for the funeral of a venerable ol 1 Gypsy
|1.|. Il-u.l Bengesico Miamso—Roma mny
“Cursed Gierman," 1t is o hasint; ng
scene; instead of being in the custom; Ty
forest clearing, the {J_-. PRI NG A8%em-
bled in tubular chrome chairs: when 1n
elder pours out the ritual libation to the
ancestors, the brandy
linoleum Aoor, The keis made the ileeci-
s1om Lo joan the battle againgt the MNazis.
and in the months ahesd Yoors wor Iml
with @ network of
-IF-.'ll.In." il Framce, who used I|'||,|r Wi

runs along the

growing 1.1-. 'n-ll %
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oms Lo Curmy arms o the Resistunee.
CHten, hidden in metal starage hins un-
der their wagons, were downed British
pilots. In Iili'-. case, the -
dccustomed partcipation in o Gago wir
felt less |'|‘-I, of place, fi i Lthey were & Irry-
g oul the long tradition of hely ANNE M
on the run from peolice,

L |'\l'\-\.|_'-.'

YPSY  BELIEFS endured
the wur's '.-.-H'n: |"||-\.|‘\.|I
Yoors and Pulika were hiding
adit i a forest, cold and I|-||1 Ery. IJw-.
made contact with o French Bosist: ince
group that offered them a meal of fre shiy
cooked pheasant, Pulika refused i -
spite their love of Teasting, true Rom will
mever eal wild game, **Because it iz wild
and free like ourselves.™
.-"L"I..-*u. iy months, Yoors and ma Y
of his Gy psy comrsdes were s plured by
ihe Germans, Se -..I,.I[I.'\. iromy Ly psy
prisomers, he was ||'|J'|.--.-. n into solitary
confinementin Lo Santé prison in Paris,
One night he heard a distant voice echo-
Ing ol from ancther cell in the Lk
yrinth, calling in Romany: “ Romnale i
-I'l-'l-'l'll:.'.'ll\.'. I shirara fad i P LG, FRe

||'|'-l|.'"|1
. Ehnce




Rom s (Gypsy men and youths,
Tshurara and Lowara [members of two
feading tribes] alike, we are all Rone)
“The cry in the night was never identi-
fied, but it did not matter,” Yoors wrote.
“It brought bock o me a clear and
strong vision of a long single line of
Giypsy wagons and horses, moving re-
lentlessly toward the horizon.”

Somchow that vision kept him alive,
through six moenths of intermittent tor=
ture, more than a year of imprisonment
and the knowledoe that the Germans
were trying to wipe the Gypsics off the
face of Europe. After the war, he learned
that half o million Gypsies, including
Pulika and virnsally all his family, had
died in Nazi extermination camps,

Yoors hinsell was saved by accident,
a curivasly appropriate one for a man
who has lived a double life, Through an
administrative error, his file was evi-
dently switched with that of another
prisoner, and he was unexpectedly re-
bensed. ThE Germans realized their mis-
take, and, 24 hours later, they had
pasters with his picture on it all over
Paris. But he managed to rejoin the
Underground and finally eseaped across
the Pyrences to Spain. There, he re-
guined his health while staying with
Cypsies. Two of them were Lo visit him
in Wew York some 30 years later.

It is eerie 1o think that this man sitiing
in front of me, in o Village townhouse
in 1977, cultured, cosmopolitan, dis-
gussing what was in this morning's New
York Times, was once under Mazi tor-
ture. He avoided the details in his book,
0 | ask him about it only hesitantly.

“¥ou should understand that 1 was
really crazy for o while afierwards. For
years after the war 1 had nightmares,
When 1 went to a restaurant—1 had
been arrested in a Paris café, you see—
| always had 1o be facing the door and
be near an exit. That was really why |
came to Americ in 19307 1 wanted to
get as far away from the Germans as
possible. | have only been able to cven
write about the cxpericnce recently;
something about having the operation
on my legs, experiencing pain again, al-
though this time there were doctors and
nurses there trying to make it betler, not
people trying to make it worse.

*What cich ihey do to me? | was held
under water for a minute, two minutes
at o time. 1n a way it was expefiencing
death, the first sensations of drowning.
Bait it showed me that above all Lwanted
to live. Wihen | first went into the war 1
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did not know that; that had been what
Pulika wamted totell mie, that 1 foolishiby
wanted bo die in the fight against Hitker.
But the drowning, cach time it showed
mee | wanted 1o live.

Then came the electrodes. 1t 15 not
pain, exactly, but an intensity of sensa-
tion, 50 intense you can't stand it. But
it macde me realize that all our other
sepaptions were mild, I wanted o ex-
perience a positive intcnsity equal to
that negative intensity, 1 experienced
despair, total despair, But if it goes that
deep, it must go that high, Il we never
expericnce much despair we can never
achicve coestasy.™

AN vyoors 15 rolling along the

crowded Bleecker Street sidewalk in

his wheelehair, weaving in and out
among hawkers, dogshit and old news-
papers.

“It won't be difficult to find Gypsies
here,” he says. “They are everywhere.
They"ve done well here. The ULS. has
the largest percentage of college-edu-
cated people in the world; that pre-
pares them for psychoanalysis—and for
fortunctelling. And then lately the Cryp-
gics have been cashing in on being an
ethnic minority, getting foundation
grants and money from the churches and
Small Business Administration loans.
To them this ethnic minority busingss is
just one more strange oo custom Lo
take advantage of, like wanting to have
your fortune told.”

We turn a corner, and Yoors and
Motoe scan the mext block, “By the
way,”" he says, “don't belweve any of this
stufl you read about Gypsy kings. There
is no such thing. It's another thing Lo
fool the Gafo. Any Gypsy who enters a
hospital, for instance, is automatically a
king. They get better treatment.”™

This reminds me of other Gajo mis-
conseptions about Gypsies that Yoors
has talked about in his books. For cxam-
ple, novelists who've written about
Gypsy life from the outside. like DLH.
Lawrence in The Firgin and the Gypsy,
often imagined that Gypsy freedom in-
cluded sexual freedom as well. But in
real life Gypsies arc highly Puritanical
and monogamouns. Even those writers
who wvisited Gypsies firsthand usoally
came buck with the image Gypsies
wanted to give them: of o sinister and
mysterious iribe, engaged in exotic ntu-
als and possessed of supernatural intui-
tion. It is an image Gypsics have been
cultivating for centuries, because it is
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good for the foriunetelling business and
helps scure off the police. Among them-
selves, Gypaies tell no foriunes.

“Stop,” Yoorssayssuddenly. “Here's
ome.” We are in front of a storefront
with a sign: READER/ADVISOR,
PALM READINGS, TAROT, COF-
FEE GROUMDS READ. Motoc steps
inside and talks to a young, dark=haired,
unsmiling woman who puts her head
through a bead curtain. Then Maotoe
comes out to the sidewalk: “She savs
it's closed now. Nnh-::d:,' is here, We
must come hack later.™

But Jan calls out something in Rom-
any through the open door. and the
woman comes oul. She is perhaps 22 or
23, with olive skin, jet-black hair and
eves and high checkbones. As she and
Yoors talk, she quickly relaxes, crosses
her arms and leans smiling against the
doorframe. Their talk is formal-sound-
ing: mo interruplions, no short yes or no
answers. Part of it, by each of theny,
inwvolves reeling off a list of names.

The sound of spoken Romany is full
and sensual. It 1% a0l precise, like
French, or businesslike, like CGerman,
but full of deeper, rich tones, rather hike
a mixture of Mahan and Russian. Every
once in a while the woman uses an Eng-
lish phrase, but only in relation to time:
eix months age,” “three, four months
ago.” Suddenly | realize that the list she
is giving is of Gypsies who have died.

(Yoors confirms this later. “When a
Gypsy man and woman talk, if they are
ned husband and wile, the talk & tribal
talk, not personal talk, She wasa Ruosuri.
They arc a tribe that left Russia right
after the Revolution and came (o Mew
York via France in the "Mk, They ‘own®
Wew York now, and they're having a
feud with the Bimburas, who came here
viit South America and Chicage,™)

At one point the woman nods her
head at Motoe, and Yoors says some=
thing in which | recognize the word bari,
Romany for duughter-in-law. (" That
made it all right for her to be with me,”
he explains afterwards. “She is obs
viously not my daughter, and she is loo
young to be my wife. I7 she wias not o
relative of seme kind, it would not be
proper for us to be on the stresl to-
gether.™)

While they are talking, a very small
boy, perhaps one and a half, looking
too young to talk, emerges from the
shop, The boy has the same dark hair
and. olive skin as his mother, He seems
very sturdy and healthy, He ook s




gver carefully, then begins riding a
bright red, blue and yellow tricyele in
girches. Unexpectedly, it seems sad: how
will this child riding his plastic floures-
cent Creative Plaything on Mew York
sidewalks ever feel any sense of Gypsy
identity”

Suddenly hé rides right up to where
I'm standing next to Yoors' wheclchair,
and whacks me boldly on the calf with
the back of his hand.

“ R sin P (Are you a Rom?) His
saucer eyes look straight up.

I shake my head.

He thumps his fist prowdly on his
chest, * Bowrr s (F am o Rom.)

T THE HEART of Gypsy [recdom
A is the ability, when trouble

looms in oné COUntry or Oppos-
tunity beckons in another, to shp across
national borders. Yoors describes one
such incident in The Gypsics:

“1 clearly remember,” he writes,
“ciealthy long marches into unknown
countrics, by night. On one such march
the horses’ hoofs were padded with
straw and bound with strips of colored
dress material. Rain fell steadily. For
days Gypsy wagons had been MAssIng
near the border. One night they all con-
verged and fell in with the long line of
other moving wagons, to punch through
thie border ¢n masse. Leaving the roads,
we traveled cross-country through
rugged terrazin. The caravan plodded
through the failing rain. At times it
slowed down to a crawl and we waded
ankle-deep in the slippery mud, push-
ing, shoving. urging the horses on with
low clicking sounds, At other times the
wagons would suddenly hurtle forward,
pitching and swaying. Unrelentingly,
the Rowm pushed onward, leaving behind
a trail of decp mud mashed by numer-
ous horses, wagon wheels and people on
faot. A bow, repented whistle came from
the direction of the lead wagon and
slowly passed down the staggered line
of wagons. The sound was deep and low
and srrangely reassuring, in conirast (o
the unrelenting howling of the wind, the
splash and suck of horses and men
wading through the mud and the occa-
sional wail of an infant quickly hushed.
Suddenly the startling sound of loudly
pounding heofs told that we had reached
a paved road. The oncoming wind
smelled of smoke from wood fires, We
had finally caught up with other Gyp-
sics camping nearby, probably waiting
for us at this spot. We were met with
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subdued joyous grectings, We tethered
the horses at the backs of the vans,
rubbed them briskly and covered them
with blankets, tarpaulins or picces of
carpet. The wind whipped the miny-
layered skirts of the women.™

. Backin Yoors louse, [ask him about
the border he crossed in his own life.
Droes he have any regrets about crossing
hack, into the Gajoe world?

Mo He shakes his head emphat-
ically. He is holding a bobbin of red
wool weaving varn for Masumi, which
she winds deftly into a ball, ““The Gyp-
sies have o saying— pekka buliase nashi
beshes pe done grastende=with one be-
hind you cannot sit on two horses. | had
to choose. | could not see making my
life with them, For all its beauty, it was
a limsited world. Afer all, it had staved
I would now be an ilinerant horse
dealer.” He stops and smiles. “But you
know, if my parents had ever tried fo
stopme, | would stll be a Gypsy today.™

In the room where we talk, his tapes.
tries surround us. | am struck again by
their size and by the large, bold shapes
on them: visual pulses of colar two and
three feet high, In most tapestries you
see o pattern; here you see vigorous,
wetive motion.

“In some ways Lam more of a Gypsy
than ever,” he goes on. I 1 cannot
work on a grand scale, | do not work.
I like to think of that as an equivalent of
the splendor of Gypsy lifc.” As he nods
at them, | realize for the first time that
he is also the maker of three or four
large bronze sculpiures that sit on
wooden pedestals in various corners,
He points alio to a striking charconl
drawing of a headless nude, Black on a
brown background, that fills an entire
space, her legs and shoulders butting
against the frame, as if trying to break
free, “People ask me: "Why not make
a bigger drawing? Then you could fit
the hepd int But of T made a bigger
drawing, 1I'd make the body bigger too.
It is what is unsecn in o person, or a
drawing. that makes them interesting.”

How does Yoors feel about young
Ameficans of recent years—hippics,
runaways, prople who have figuratively
considered themselves Gypsies?

He tips his head and frowns slightly,
as il 1 have not asked quite the right
question. And now that I think of it, 1
know what he means: he has thought of
his own life in termes not of defiance but
of affirmation. His story is not of run-
ning away but of coming home.
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Finally his face relaxes, *1 answer
you . . ." (his hands, palms together,
mitke a swerving motion) . . . Gypsy
fashion. Once in Elat on the Red Sea |
met an American hippie, as far away
firom anything familiar as he could get,
He lived on a mountain cliif—an open
cliff with only the stars overhead. He
had the shortest shorts and the longest
hair | have ever seen. 1 stayed for supper.
He was fussing around, opening cans;
‘I'm putting my kitchen in order,” he
said. Then he took me to his ‘library,’ a
single board with a row of books on it,
and took out (o show me an issue of
Exguire, which had an article that men-
tiened A And then, worst of all, he
began talking about jir mountain.™
Yoors leans back in the wheelchsir and

smiles, “'So. You see?”

| life is the parshiv, the great feast,

It can celebrate a brth or miar-
riage, but most often isunplanned, given
to celebrate the chance meeting witha =
caravan of friends, relatives or fellow
tribespeople that luck has brought o 5
the same crossreads, Great parshiva be-
come a part of Gypsy legend. Pigs and
chickens are “borrowed” from local
peasants, and hedgehogs caught in the
field - all are cooked over an open fire,
highly seasoncd with black pepper and
wild garlic, and served with fried onions,
tomatoes and red peppers. The guests
pick out choice morsels to feed cach
other, sing songs 1o each other. Even
the dead are included ; drink for them
is poured on the earth, and the living
speak and sing 1o them,

Atthe end of The Gypsies, Yoorstells =
how Pulika's caravan was journeying
across Europe in 1940 when one daya
French horse dealer made a cosual re-
muark about having bought a horse from
another Gypsy a few days before. With-
out appearing curious, Pulika asked &
few questions. Early the next morning,
all the young men of the camp wereseal
out in raligas—open carts—fanning out
peross the countryside in the direction
the other Gypsies were said o have S
gone. Yoors and a companion drove
their cart farther and faster than thi
others, slept in a farmer’s fiekd
might, then cut through a huge pe
forest and finally came out onto an epen
plain. *Suddenly we became awire(
long line of Gypsy wagons a great d
tance ahead of us, slowly moving
wide lnzy curves like a languorous o

HE CENTRAL RITUAL of Gypsy
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fat summer snake.” At lnst, when night
had fallen and the campfires were [,
they caught up. The wagons were the
kmmpanin of Milosh, Pulika's Vounger
brother, who had, with incredible diffi-
culty, made his way from German-
oecupsed Eastern Europe to France in
search of Pulika. The two brothers had
el seen cach other for 17 years, The
parshiv lasted for days,

It i5 nod 4 paishiv, but there seems
something special when 1 sit down to
dinmeer with Jan Yoors and hizs house-
hold before leaving. It is a hot summer
evening, and we eat out on a tiny patio.
There are high walls on each side, but 1
im maore aware of the island of night
sky above us. In this little well beneath
the rooftops of e City, we are cut off
from most nodse. It is very peaceful.
Motoe and Masumi speak softly in Jup-
anese, Marianne and her sister in Dutch,
and the children talk in English about
their day at school. Al the engd of the
meal 5 Oypsy-style coffee: Turkish cof-
Fee thick with fine grounds, poured from
i copper pol into brown ceramic Bowls
that leok like miniature fower pots.
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Yoors and kumpania, Serbia, 1936: “The luminous shore”

Yoors is talking once agnin about the
Giypsies” capacity for enjoying the pres-
ent. He tells of meeting one Gypsy, who
was known as “the Millionaire”—nod
becawse he had a million francs or glotys
[ |'-:Il-."-n:r. h'.ll: I"'L'l\.':lll'\:\,' |'.:\,' |'|;||_| .l\.||:|;'_|r|' E
million, To the Gypsies, he says, all
wealth is for celebrating, not hoarding:
when Gypsies dice, all their possessions
are burned,

Suddenly | notice one thing that has
given this cramped space we are in its
spaciousness: a giant design, ten feet or
s0 high, in black paint on the white-
wished wall opposite me. “It's the Jup-
ancse character for fire,” Yoors ex-
planz. “Fire is a very Gypsy thing. The
process is the actuality. [t does not con=
stfuct something for the future. lis s
ent is evervthing, And when it is
dead ., 7 (he smiles and spreads his
palms wide) **, . it is gone,™
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For Jan Yoors, the fire did not burn
long. Though he never mentioned it
during my visit with him, it turns out
he was wnder treatment for a steadily
worsening heart condition. On ™ ovem-
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ber 24, 1977, just as this argcle wiis being
prepared for the typesetter, he suffered
a massive heart attack. Three days later,
still uneonscious, he died. He s buried
in Long Island’s Green River Cemetery,
in @ special plot, where the bodies of
Jackson Pollock and other anists also
lie.

Yoors designed tapestrics al a poce
that far owtstripped the rate at which he
and the others could weave them, He
left behind many designs at his death,
and his houschold plans o continue
weaving from them for some years. This
bit of artis=t’s immortality would prob-
ably please his Gypsy friends, for it con-
taing an echo of their own beliefs. The
Civpsies believe, Yoors wrote, that the
soul of a dead man lives on as long as do
people who knew him and remember
him. Only when the last of them are gone
dees the soul finally die.

Batly books by Jan Yoors mensioned in
this ariicle are pihlished by Simon &
Schuster, The Gypsies i @ Toucfsfore
paperback (32,95); Crossing iy araifable
aely it rardcaver (56,95,



