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To a Gypsy, this card portrays Mundro Salamon, the Romani ethnic
hero who appears in the folk tales of the clans of Rom. He is always
portrayed as a wise man, but like all men, he sometimes succumbs
to temptations. He can converse with both God and the Devil whom
he considers as some kind of beloved enemy. On occasion, Salamon
manages to save people from the clutches and lures of the Devil by
outwitting him.

Salamon stands for the peaceful philosophy of the Roma. His
weapons are wisdom, cunning and superior intellect. In this he
differs from non-Romani ethnic heroes. Where Achilles would dis-
patch his enemy with a thrust of his sword, Hornblower broadside
him into driftwood and Wyatt Earp gun him down at high noon in
the town square, Mundro Salamon overcomes his enemy simply by
turning the greed, ignorance or carnal desires of the enemy back
against him.

In this pictorial representation we see Mundro Salamon, the
eternal Romanitchel, standing before the table of the magician or
magnus. In his left hand he holds the magic wand of illusion, while
his right points to the earth. This is seemingly in direct opposition
to the religious beliefs of the Gypsy who sees the right hand, as the
instrument of good and the left, as the instrument of evil. But as in
all things, he portrays himself to the non-Gypsy in opposites, which
is quite in line with the Gypsy trick of never telling his enemy the
truth. As we say in Romani, “Le Romeski shib motol o chachimos
ande xoxayimos”, “The Gypsy tongue tells the truth in lies.”

The balls and cups are the tools of the Gypsy trade as are the
daggers through the arms, all instruments the fakir employs to
bamboozle the simple.

The four hands represent the four basic races of man, white,
black, brown, and yellow, that constantly reach to absorb and
assimilate the elusive and eternal Gypsy. He remains aloof, a child
of a former age of nomadism, long before sedentary man foolishly
allowed himself to create a society in which he was either one of a
privileged handful of rulers and exploiters or one of a mass of ruled
and exploited.
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E Zhivindi Yag
The Living Fire

The living fire is that spark of defiance that is the birthright of
everyone. In some, it has gone out, in others, it is only a smouldering
ember. But in a few, it blazes into an inferno of passion, creativity,
rebellion and all too often, violence.

This is my story, the saga of a Canadian-born Rom. All names
of characters, except mine and that of my wife, are fictitious and the
drama is in places fictionalized, a parallel rather than the actuality.
But the pathos, tragedy and humour are a part of my life and my
struggle to find recognition and equality in the land where I was
born. I failed in both of these aims and this is the story of that
failure.

Ronald Lee
London, England 1970
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Preface

Both Canada and the Roma have evolved in directions impossible to
imagine when this novel, under its original title of Goddam Gypsy,
was released 38 years ago! In the 1960s, Canada still basked in
its image of The Two Solitudes, while in Quebec, Separatism was
becoming an issue, punctuated by the local terrorism of radical
elements of the FLQ and the War Measures Act in 1970. For the
first time since La Révolution des Patriotes in 1837, armed troops
would patrol the streets in La Belle Province.

Multiculturalism was a brand-new concept bounced around
by politicians in Ottawa while Native and Women’s Rights were in
their infancy. Canadians in general believed that “gypsies” were
either extinct or just any social dropout who wore an earring and a
bandana, carried a fiddle and maybe “gypped” you as he aimlessly
traveled around, rejecting the mainstream moral values of society.
Many Canadian TV productions of the era simply lumped gypsies
and hippies together as if the two terms were synonymous. The word
Roma was unknown at that time and would remain so until after
the collapse of communism and the revival of Romaphobia, dormant
since the end of Nazi Germany in 1945. It rapidly resurfaced in
the New Democracies after 1990 resulting in physical persecution,
murder and pogroms, forcing thousands of Roma to become refugees
from democracy. A few thousand soon arrived at Canadian airports
seeking safety as Convention-refugee claimants.

In the 1960s, culture and the arts flourished in the Montreal
subculture while the mainstream Quebec culture was undergoing
the Quiet Revolution to eliminate the legacy of Maurice Du Plessis,
the Darth Vader of Canadian provincial politics, who had ruled
Quebec with an iron fist from 1936 to 1959, like Franco in Spain,
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with a brief vacation from 1940 to 1944. He was supported by
the Church, the Quebec Society of John the Baptist and his Partie
Nationale, the Quebec equivalent of Franco’s fascist Falange. His
version of Franco’s Guardia Civil, the Quebec Provincial Police,
managed to ensure political stability through unrestricted use of
terror and the truncheon. In Ottawa, Diefenbaker, the last of the old
Tory dinosaurs, sparred bombastically in the House with Pearson,
the visionary reformist while “Pretty Pierre” waited impatiently in
the wings for his chance at the throne. The computer age existed
only in Isaac Asimov’s Sci-Fi novels and the electric typewriter was
on the cutting edge of communication technology.

Multiculturalism and Native and Women’s Rights are now re-
alities. Pearson’s health care plan, Canada Pension Plan, student
loans and the Maple-Leaf Flag are also realities. The Two Solitudes
are being relentlessly eased, kicking and screaming, into the dis-
posal chute of Canadian history. Separatism is falling on evermore
deaf ears and the computer age is a reality. This enables us to
slice through the constricting walls of theocratic mind control and
political brainwashing. All of these rapid changes make it difficult
for younger readers to visualize the Montreal and the Canada that I
describe in the 1960s.

I left Montreal with my family for the UK after the excitement
and enthusiasm of EXPO 67 when the city was in a festive mood,
the best place to be in Canada at that time. I returned to find it
grim and under the War Measures Act and some of my intellectual
friends in jail, innocent victims of the massive paranoia and the
manhunt for FLQ suspects. One well-known, outspoken, journalist
associate was arrested for simply having a copy of The History of
Cubism in his library!

The Living Fire, my rejected original title for Goddam Gypsy, bet-
ter describes the theme of my story, a time-capsule of the Montreal
subculture and life as a marginal in La Ville Lumière of the 1960s.
All the major characters are based on real people and most of the
events are based on events that actually happened. The names
of characters have been changed, except mine, Yanko, which was
my Kalderash name in Kolia’s family and among the local Gypsies
and my friends, and the events are not always in sequence. The
aim was to portray the Gypsies and the denizens of the Montreal
subculture as exemplified by Demitro, the local Romani spiritual
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elder, baffled by the rapid changes in society and struggling to lead
his people into the future; Kolia, the traditional European-Kalderash
Rom, trying to maintain his customs and way of life in a rapidly-
changing technology; Yanko, the educated Canadian-born Rom
struggling to be recognized for his ability in an uncomprehending,
alien world that sees him as an interesting “gypsy” first and fore-
most and anything else second; Marie as the beautiful, “exotic,”
Native woman in a sexually-constipated, white society; Hassan, the
Black Muslim, revolting against his Other-defined negro identity;
Sudić, the royalist Serbian Chetnik, with his hatred of Churchill
who “sold out” Mihajlovic and the Royalists to Tito’s Communists;
Bill, with his dream of Canada as a socialist democracy; Jilko, the
Hungarian-Gypsy violinist and fish out of water; George, the off-beat
journalist who aspires to be recognized as the Damon Runyon of
Montreal in the closed world of an in-group dominated, journalistic
and literary mediocrity where even Runyon himself would never
have been recognized; Jimmy, the young Gypsy musician with his
dream of becoming the “Gypsy Beatle;” and Indian George, full of
venom for the anonymous white snakes who stole his tribal land.

Yanko is the link between all of these people and it was in the
back yard of my flat on Park Avenue in Montreal in 1967 where
they all gathered for a party on the official day of the centennial of
Confederation and the massive fireworks display, to drink, smoke
pot, fornicate, play music, sing and dance as the mood took them -
and to incinerate the old, detested Canadian flag which had always
symbolized British Canada as the puny cub of the mighty British lion.
As a famous Native, rebel folk singer lit my blowtorch and happily
incinerated the hated symbol of the land thieves, missionaries and
whisky traders, we proudly raised the newly-authorized, official
Canadian flag with the red Maple Leaf, the symbol and hope for the
new concept of Multiculturalism in a new Canada yet to be created.

Today, the false image of “gypsies” as semi-mythological beings
or storybook stereotypes is rapidly changing. There has been a
massive influx of Romani refugees from the New Democracies and
Roma (ex-gypsies) are no longer voiceless. There are an ever-growing
number of Romani civil-rights and political organizations, cultural
organizations, worldwide in scope and individual web sites, chat
lines, bulletin boards and other accessible Internet hits produced
by Roma all over the web. Numerous non-fiction books, some even
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by Roma, have been published about Roma in many countries and
since 1993, I have been teaching The Romani Diaspora in Canada
at New College, University of Toronto, as part of the Equity Studies
Program, the first such course anywhere in Canada. There has
been a registered Romani NGO in Toronto, The Roma Community
Centre (RCC), since 1998 with another in Vancouver and since
2005, Romani Yag, a cultural organization in Montreal. Romani
music CDs with songs in Romani are advertised on the Internet and
available in many music stores. Feature films such as Lacho Drom
and Gadjo Dilo portray the Roma as they are in various countries.
Documentaries like Opre Roma, an NFB production and Suspino:
A Cry for Roma, by Tamarin Productions of Vancouver, show the
Roma in Canada, in refugee camps in Italy and in the slums of
Romania. Gypsy Caravan (2007) visually portrays The Living Fire
through Romani music and dance. Much has been done and much
remains to be done. But now, in Canada, we finally have the laws
and the means to do it. I have already published Learn Romani
(2005, UK, Hertfordshire UP) and the Romani-English dictionary is
now completed and has a potential publisher.

In 2009, a book like The Living Fire aka Goddam Gypsy would
not need to be written. In 1969-70, it did! This novel tells why.

Ronald Lee
Hamilton, Canada 2009
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E De Devleski, or Earth-Mother card. This is primarily the card of
the dreamer, the seeker after illusions and the youth searching for
the answer to the riddle of life. It also carries a warning for man
not to meddle with the secret mysteries of nature which can bring
either good or evil results. It is the card of the romantic, the artist,
the thinker and the student, but not of the realist.

The face in the moon is Diana, goddess of nomads. The dog is
the unsatisfied soul howling at the moon. The tears are the bitter
tears of frustration, and the gravestone and the skull are the end of
mortal existence. The evergreen tree shows the continuity of life.

This is Yanko as he sets out on his journey.
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1

I walked along the highway carrying my two suitcases. It was
growing dark and I was beginning to feel lonely. My friend Alec had
left earlier for Europe and Stan had driven me as far from Montreal
as he could. I’d left some of my belongings with him and my ship
models, research material and tools with a cousin. I had about
seventy dollars in my wallet, and I figured I would need it.

I tried thumbing. But it was 1958, the beatnik era, and hitch-
hikers were suspect. Finally, I got a ride with a farmer driving a
truckload of pigs; he took me about thirty miles, then let me out
and turned off up a side road. It was now pitch dark, except for
the stream of light from transport trucks and cars on the highway.
I sat on my suitcase in a field just off the road to have a smoke,
and listened to the crickets and the bullfrogs. An Ontario police car
passed and I realized I had left my native province behind.

I finished my cigarette and went back onto the highway. I would
keep walking till I came to a motel or got another lift. I soon saw
welcoming lights and found the all-night eatery still open. It wasn’t
very crowded, just a few truck drivers and a small group of leather-
jacketed motorcycle enthusiasts. I took a table near the counter,
put my suitcase underneath and ordered a meal.

I ate slowly, listening to Elvis calling his plaintive message from
the jukebox.

I heard a car pull up; the door slammed and a man entered and
took a stool at the bar. He interested me. He was stocky, had a
thick neck and legs too short in proportion to his torso. His suit
needed cleaning and his shoes, a shine. In lieu of a tie he wore a
sort of ascot, and on his head a cloth cap. He was very dark, almost
the colour of a Hindu and his long hair, together with the stubble of
whiskers on his chin, gave him an unkempt air. His rough hands

1



were scarred and stained. A bent cigarette dangled from his thick
lips. He wore an odd looking gold ring on his left hand and had
many gold teeth.

“What do you want, Mack?” the waitress asked him.
He replied in broken English trying to say what sounded to me

like “two hot dogs and a cup of coffee.”
“What the hell is that?” the girl said. “Can’t you speak English?

I no parley the Francey.”
“Que le gustaria?” I asked him, hoping he would understand.
He did, and told me that he wanted two hot dogs and a cup of

coffee.
“So that’s what he wants,” the waitress said. “Why didn’t he say

so in the first place? Does he want it all dressed?”
“Con todo?”
“Si, Señor.”
I kept on eating but something made me feel nervous. I glanced

up to see the man watching me in the mirror of the bar; his eyes
under the wrinkled brows had a cat-look. He smiled, then got up
slowly and came over towards me, his hot dog clutched in his hand
like a dagger.

He sat down opposite me in the booth.
“Con su permiso?” he said, just before he bit off a hunk.
“I am Juanito, from Spain,” he began. “Thank you for helping me

to order my food. I don’t speak English and nobody here understands
French, Italian, Spanish, Turkish, Greek, Russian, or Arabic. Do
you also speak French?”

“Je peux me défendre.”
“Bueno, what do you do?” He glanced at my two suitcases.
I told him as best I could.
“Un artista,” he smiled. “You make models of old ships, magnifico.

I’ve known many artists—painters, actors, dancers and musicians,
all over the world. Do you have any family?”

“Todos muertos, both my parents are dead.”
“May they sleep well,” he said, seriously.
This was no Spanish idiom he’d used. I studied him again feeling

that my initial guess was now justified. I looked him squarely in the
eyes and asked him the question.

“San tu Rom?”
“Uva,” he replied, also in Romani, “I am a Gypsy of the Copper-
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smith nation. You, too, are one of us, I saw that when I came in.
What are you, Rom, Sinto, Bayash?”

“My mother was a Sintaika,” I told him, “my father a Machvano,
a Rom of the nations like you. But my father disappeared and I
was adopted by a Gazho family. I went back to live with my mother
when I was fourteen. She died a year later. I’ve been to school and
worked in offices.”

He stared at me, incredulous. “Chuda, che chorobia—What
vagaries, a Gypsy who has worked in the offices of the Gazho. Chi
mai diklem ande viatsa—I’ve never seen such a thing in my life.”

I found it difficult to follow his Romani. He spoke the inflected
dialect of the Eastern European Gypsy clans and not the broken or
half-dialects common to England and Western Europe. Romani was
the first language I learned to speak, but I had forgotten much.

“Where are you going?” the Gypsy asked.
“Ottawa, Toronto, Winnipeg, I don’t know.”
“Why?”
“Just to go some place.”
“Do you want to work with me?”
I smiled. “To do what, steal?”
“I’m a mechanic,” he said, ignoring the insult. “I work all over

this territory. I fix vats, I plate mixing bowls for bakeries and I
service kitchen equipment for restaurants. But I need a partner
who speaks English. You can teach me English and help me with
the work. I’ll give you a full share of whatever we make. You can
still be an artist when we’re not working.”

I smiled at his naiveté. It had once been a wild dream of mine
to go back and life with my people who still followed the old way
of life in Europe. I had left one life to look for a different one, but
I hadn’t figured to run into a nomadic European Gypsy on the
Montreal–Ottawa highway. This ought to be interesting.

“Yes, I’ll work with you,” I said. “Have you any family?” I knew
Gypsies always live in large, extended family units.

“Yes, my father and mother live in Hull. I go home every two or
three weeks for a while. Last winter we stayed in Montreal.”

“What’s your Gypsy name?” I asked him.
“O Kolia le Valodiasko, hay kiro? – Kolia the son of Valodia, and

yours?”
“Ronald Lee.”
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For the next two years, I worked steadily with Kolia, job after job.
Looking back now, I find they all merge and it is hard to single
out specific places or details. One comes out sharper than most,
perhaps because it involved Kolia’s love problems. This happened
in a small town near Three Rivers. I’ve forgotten the name of it now
but it’s not important, we worked in almost every town, city and
village in eastern Canada back in those days.

It was the summer of 1959 and we’d gone to a motel for breakfast.
Kolia had a circuit of such contact places where his customers would
leave telephone messages with the manager or owner to say they
had work for us. On this day there was a message from a bread
and cake factory. We drove into the town about nine-thirty, through
the almost deserted streets, past the church. A black-robed priest
studied us paternally. Kolia made a sign of obeisance and the Father
smiled pleasantly at us, opened his bible and began walking back
and forth in front of his domain. We were soon past this initial
danger, but now another and infinitely more ominous one forced
Kolia to swerve madly and race up a side street. I had seen the cause
of his alarm, two figures walking along the main street. One was tall,
heavyset with a smallpox-scarred face, the other, shorter, fatter and
cherub-like, with a row of ballpoints glittering in his breast pocket.

“Arak tu bre,” Kolia warned me as we fled, “watch out for those
two. That’s Zlatcho and Todero. If they find out we’re here to work
they’ll force themselves in as partners and we’ll have to pay them a
full share each. Let the crooks find their own work. Those African
Gypsies don’t work like me; they’re middle men. They overcharge
and leave a bad name behind wherever they go. They were diamond
smugglers in Africa.”

We got to the factory by a devious route and entered the yard
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in the rear. Kolia parked behind a large van with the rear of the
station wagon against the wall to hide the licence plates from the
Afrikaiya should they come snooping around. We got into the factory
through the garage and reached the “office” by the rickety, flour-
coated stairway where we found a pretty young French-Canadian
girl busy typing on an old typewriter. Kolia flashed his gold teeth
and asked to see the manager in a very good imitation of the joual
of Quebec. The girl left. Kolia nudged me and pointed to his neck,
where the papal cross hung from its gold chain. It flashed in the
bright sunlight in the glory of the faith. I opened my shirt to display
its twin. This was talento in its most fundamental application.

The manager greeted Kolia like a long-lost brother.
“Ça va, mon vieux?” he shouted, then added something porno-

graphic as he lunged and grabbed Kolia’s testicles in a time-hallowed
French-Canadian gesture of friendship. Kolia offered him an Ameri-
can cigarette from a special pack that he kept for such occasions,
as the young secretary stood smiling nearby.

“J’ai du travail pour toi,” the manager informed Kolia. “Viens
t’en.”

We followed the manager through the office and into the factory
in the rear and Kolia introduced me as his assistant.

“Just over from Spain,” he added, knowing that my French,
though fluent might betray me as an English-speaking Canadian.
Kolia, it seems, was Spanish in this particular factory and it just
wouldn’t do for me to be English. He had discovered that to some
French-Canadians everything stupid, bad, oppressive and inhuman
is centralized in one type of man, a tête carrée, or Englishman.

We walked through the factory and up another flour-coated
stairway to the bakery where men, women and girls were busy
preparing dough. A burly baker came out of the toilet, pulled up
his zipper and plunged his hands into a bowl full of snow white
dough, kneading it into delicate shapes as the girls gave Kolia and
me speculative glances.

The head baker joined us and shook hands with Kolia who
seemed to know him well. He accepted the eternal Yankee cigarette
and the manager then left after telling the baker and Kolia to work
out between them what work had to be done and for how much.
The baker led us over to a row of medium-sized mixing bowls from
which the tin-plating had worn off in certain areas exposing the
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bare metal underneath. There was also a pile of aluminum pots and
pans burned black and covered with the incinerated remains of the
former contents.

Kolia examined the basins, yelled out the price of each to me in
Romani and I wrote it down on a pad.

“Il ne parle pas français,” he explained. “Il parle comme une vache
espagnole.”

The baker laughed. “Il a besoin d’une de nos filles.”
I smiled and thought of the pretty secretary.
The total came to a hundred and sixty-five dollars. I made it a

hundred and seventy-five just to keep things ahead.
“Shel hay hiftawardesh ta pansh dileri,” I called to Kolia.
“Cent quatre-vingt piastres,” Kolia translated, adding on five

dollars more. “Combien tu veux, mon ami?” he added.
“Vingt piastres,” the baker replied.
We were only five bucks in the hole from Kolia’s original estimate.
“D’accord,” Kolia agreed. “Te xal o rako lengo gortiano—May

the cancer eat their gullets, these greedy Gazhe,” he said to me in
Romani.

The baker and two other men helped us carry the work over
to the elevator where we loaded it inside and the baker started
the contraption. Then we carried everything into an enclosed area
behind the factory, well sheltered from the public and the Afrikaiya.
Kolia and I went to the station wagon, changed into our working
clothes and collected the tools and equipment. We returned to the
basins and I filled up the old metal bath with water from a nearby
tap, connected the blowtorch to the propane cylinder, lit it, and
placed the torch so that the roaring flame was against the side of
the bath. Then I threw three packets of lye into the water and, when
it reached boiling point, I washed the mixing bowls to remove the
encrusted dough. Afterwards, I dried them off with the heat of the
torch and washed them again with muriatic acid to make sure that
only the metal remained. Then came the plating, Kolia’s specialty.
First he heated the basin until it got to the right temperature. If it
was too cold, the tin wouldn’t take and if it was too hot, the basin
would melt. “Kana nakadion—When they swallow,” was the only
definition of this point I ever got from Kolia who seemed to know by
instinct exactly when it was reached.

When the basin was ready to swallow, he would pick up one
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of his tin strips which looked like large flat icicles. He made them
himself by melting down old tin in a crucible and letting it run onto
the sand to form these “tongues of tin” as he called them. As he
applied the tin strip to the heated basin, it melted and he smeared
the resulting liquid over an ever-widening area of the basin by means
of a rag, all the while playing the blowtorch over the basin to keep it
at the right temperature.

In the old days, he told me, the Gypsies used to heat the basins
over a charcoal fire but nowadays, he confided, the blowtorch is
better.

While Kolia was working on the basins I made the temper, which
consisted of a pot of muriatic acid into which we dropped zinc
photoplates, bummed or bought from movie theatres. The resulting
mess, called zalzairo in Romani, smelt horrible and if used indoors
it would rot every article made of cloth within yards.

As one area of the basin was plated, Kolia would move on to
another. Finally, he would go over the whole basin, evening out
the plated tin so that no ridges, lumps, hollows or unplated areas
remained. One day, I hoped I’d be able to emulate this craft of his,
but for the time being I could hardly hold an acetylene torch without
endangering somebody’s good looks or property.

Even Kolia had paid a price for his ability. His eyeballs were
scarred from the glare of the torch and the fumes of the acid, and
his hands were burned black.

Kolia continued with his plating while I heated some more water
in the old bath. Then, after I checked the aluminum pots and pans
to see if any of the handles had loose rivets, I went back to the
station wagon to collect the dopo. In North America, this dopo is
usually the axle from an old car with one wheel mount and part
of the axle sawn off and the other wheel mount left on. It serves
as a base while the hollow axle takes the stems of the numerous
forms that are usually homemade and can be fitted snugly into the
axle to form a rough and ready anvil. I inserted the proper form,
took a hammer and bashed the rivets flat again. By now, the water
was boiling so I added some lye, then took the kleshto, or metal
tongs, and grabbed the pots and pans, one by one, and twirled them
around in the bubbling mixture. In a few seconds they came out
clean. I laid them in a row to be washed later with water to remove
all traces of the lye.
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By now, Kolia had completed all the plating and we washed the
basins and the pots and pans with water. Kolia returned to the
factory and collected a gang of men to help us bring them back
inside. The manager paid us promptly. On our way out, Kolia
slipped the head baker his twenty dollars. This, it seems, was part
of the normal business procedure in such places. Everybody was
pals and everybody took his bite.

“Listen,” Kolia said as he opened the door of the car after we
had got ready to leave, “listen, I forgot to tell the baker to wash the
basins again before he uses them.”

“But we washed them,” I argued.
“I know,” he agreed. “But there’ s always a little water that

collects in the bottom after a few hours. It has acid in it and it could
be dangerous if they put the dough in right away. Somebody might
get poisoned.”

“So what?” I said. “They’re only Gazhe.”
He gave me a funny look. “I know. But if we poison the Gazhe,

who would we work for?”
He had a point, I thought, as I watched him go back into the

factory. When he returned, we drove to a combination restaurant-
bar which was one of the social centres of the town. While we relaxed
over a beer, Kolia took the money we had been paid, deducted the
expenses and divided the profit equally. My share came to sixty-two
dollars, almost as much as I used to make in a whole week back in
the office. After dinner, we had a few more beers.

I turned on the jukebox but Kolia didn’t care for the music. He
preferred to talk.

“In North America,” he went on, “the Gypsies are losing their
own music. Now we have to come to the Gazhe to be entertained.
In the old days, we used to travel in large bands. We lived in camps
and when the men came home from a successful job we used to
feast, dance and sing. Now look at us. First, the Nazis came and
slaughtered us, then the Communists destroyed our old way of life
forever. So we went west, to France, Italy, Spain, England and
America. Here nobody kills us but our culture is dying. We hide
in the cities from the Gazhe and at times, like today, even from
one another. Soon there’ll be none of us left. Wherever we go we’re
always outlaws.”

“But you’re still free, Kolia,” I argued.
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“Yes,” he said, “like the wolf, the eagle or the fox. But there will
soon be a time when we have nowhere left to go.”

I said nothing and as the restaurant filled we were joined by
the head baker and some of the employees of the factory and their
families. French-Canadians can outdrink almost anybody but so
could Kolia. I was afraid that he might spend too much money,
but he was matched, round for round. Somebody arrived with an
accordion, somebody else had a mouth organ and soon a violin
appeared. They sang and danced old Quebec jigs and reels. Even
the priest dropped in, but limited himself to a small glass of brandy.

I saw Kolia dancing with one of the girls from the factory, then
they came over and joined me along with another girl. Like most of
the unmarried women in these rural areas they were always on the
lookout for potential husbands and I guess they had Kolia and me
spotted. Personally, I certainly didn’t want to get married again, but
I wondered about Kolia. Most Gypsy men are married while in their
teens and Kolia was well into his thirties. He never talked about
women the way other Gypsy men did, with the usual jokes about
sex. Whenever I picked up some sex partner, Kolia never wanted
to come along. I thought it was his sense of Gypsy law. Being an
older man, he might have felt that he should set an example, and
promiscuity is frowned upon by the older Gypsies.

But tonight, the two girls seemed willing to go with us, no strings
attached, and Kolia seemed ready to take advantage of it. We
bought a case of beer and some wine and went to our room with
our playmates. I was soon relaxing after my nookie but Kolia still
remained sitting in the large armchair, drinking and showing no
signs of making any advances towards the girl who by now was
starting to get angry.

“Est-ce que je suis laide, moi?” she challenged Kolia.
He mumbled something.
There now followed a tirade from the girl. She insulted Kolia and

threw doubts on his virility.
I was getting fed up with the whole thing. I’d had my piece and

now I only wanted to sleep.
Kolia’s girlfriend finally left in a huff, and mine got dressed and

followed a few minutes later.
“What happened, Kolia?” I asked him. “Did you get too drunk to

do anything?”
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“Yes,” he said. “That’s what happened. I couldn’t do anything.”
He staggered over to his bed, got in and turned off the bedlight.
The following day Kolia’s love life again came up. We had another

job to do at a large restaurant in Three Rivers where Kolia had a
steady contract to keep the kitchen equipment in order. We arrived
there about three o’clock and went into the kitchen where Kolia
spoke to the man in charge, an Italian immigrant this time, and I
saw the Gypsy chameleon adjust to the situation.

“Buon giorno,” he greeted the manager, “Good day my friend and
fellow countryman of Naples. I believe you have work for me?”

“Si, amico,” the man said. He led us over to some kitchen
equipment, which we examined. The stove needed a good cleaning
and painting, the gas range was out of order, many jets required
readjustments, numerous pots and pans were without handles or
had loose rivets, the doors of the ovens were coming away at their
hinges, while the range canopy was full of grease and numerous
bricks in the Bar-B-Q pit were smashed.

“This will take us the rest of the day and tonight,” Kolia told the
man. “We’ll start right away with the work that we can do while your
employees are still here and do the rest tonight when the kitchen is
closed.”

Kolia gave the manager a rough estimate and we started by
repairing the pots and pans, washing them in boiling water and lye
and banging the rivets flat again. Then we repaired the loose doors
of the ovens. The screws holding on the hinges had become loose
and these had now to be redrilled, tapped a size larger and a larger
screw inserted. I did this while Kolia worked on the gas jets.

We took a break to wait for the kitchen staff to finish for the day
so we could get at the stove and range canopy. Finally, the manager
told us we could start and gave Kolia a set of keys telling us to lock
ourselves inside while we were working in the kitchen and to lock
ourselves out when we were working on the roof. The manager left
and we started. First, we went up onto the roof where Kolia lowered
me slowly down the chimney of the range canopy, suspended in a
special harness we had for this purpose, so that I could remove all
the grease and soot from the walls. He was much too heavy to get
down there so it was my lot to be the chimney sweep. I scraped off
the encrusted grease with a scraper then burned off the obstinate
remainder with a Benzomatic blowtorch. An electric light bulb in
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its protective wire cage hung beside me so I could see what I was
doing. When I emerged from the chimney I was covered with grease
and soot which soon washed off once we got back downstairs into
the restaurant. We cleaned the gas range and the stove, buffed off
the caked-up grease using an electric drill to which was attached a
rubber disk covered in emery paper. Then I painted the stove with
black fire-resistant enamel.

“Christ,” I thought, as I daubed on the paint, “is this to be my
destiny, a painter of stoves and canopies?” Anyway, it paid more
than historical research and model shipbuilding.

Finally, we had only the Bar-B-Q pit left to do. It was soon clean
and I looked at the broken bricks.

“What’ll we do now?” I asked Kolia. “We have no spare bricks
with us.”

He just smiled and started removing the bricks that were smashed.
“Boil some water and put lye in it.”

When I had the water ready he brought over about thirty bricks,
all broken, and washed them with his tongs one by one in the
bubbling water. Once washed, they looked like brand new bricks
that had been smashed. Then he replaced them in the Bar-B-Q pit
the other way round so that the broken ends were hidden to the rear
of the wall. When he got through, even I would have sworn that he’d
installed new ones. Now he could bill the restaurant for thirty-five
new bricks at $2.50 a brick. He turned to me and grinned.

“Gazho si dilo—The non-Gypsy is a fool.”
By six A.M. we had finished and we sat around talking and

eating in the kitchen.
“Why don’t you get yourself a wife?” Kolia asked as I made myself

a shishkebab.
“I had one—you know that. But we broke up.”
“You could buy a Gypsy girl,” Kolia suggested. “I could arrange

it.”
I swallowed my mouthful. “Yes, you probably could,” I agreed.

“With you Gypsies there’s no problem. You just pick out the one
you want, pay her father the marriage dowry, set her up in a
fortunetelling store and have a bunch of kids. With me it’s not that
simple. I was cursed to be educated by the Gazhe.”

“Sometimes I wish I could read,” Kolia said. “I’d give anything to
be able to read a book or write a letter on a typewriter like you.”
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“Gypsies are better off illiterate,” I said. “You can go anywhere in
the world and earn your living by your own wits and skills, you have
no mental hang-ups because you haven’t read all the drivel written
by other hung-up scribblers, you have no doubts or fears. You don’t
know how lucky you are. Look at me. If I wasn’t your partner I’d
probably starve to death. I can do the work with you but I can’t get
it like you. You have a way of dealing with people, some instinct. I
see it working, but I haven’t got it. Do you know what the sum total
is of all the writings in all the books by all the geniuses, Kolia?”

“What?”
“Stupidity, Kolia, stupidity. Only the simple people like you

Gypsies really make sense.”
“But you’re always reading.”
I agreed. “That’s my only hope now. To keep on reading until I

know where to stand.”
“Where’s that?” he asked.
“With you, Kolia, and the rest of the illiterate Gypsies. I have to

get where you are the long-way round.”
The head cook now arrived, started the gas ranges, chased most

of the cockroaches off the pans of raw potatoes and dumped them
into the bubbling fat. Then the manager appeared, inspected the
work and seemed satisfied. He asked Kolia the price.

“Two hundred and ninety dollars.”
“Quanto per me?” he asked, “What’s my cut?”
Kolia smiled. “Twenty dollars.”
“Thirty,” the man argued.
He settled for twenty-five, eventually. My share would come to

about a hundred and twenty after the expenses, and they hadn’t
been high for this job. Considering the saving we had made on the
bricks we’d come out well ahead. I made out a bill and the manager
paid us right away. Kolia slipped him his mita, or bribe, and we got
into the car and divided the profit.

We drove towards Ottawa-Hull, bypassing Montreal on the south
shore. The highway ahead of us stretched into the sunset as we
neared Hull. Kolia had to squint to see against it. My muscles were
aching and I still had bits of grit and soot in my nose and under
my fingernails. But I was happy. I relaxed, smoking. Kolia began
singing an old Kalderash song.
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Molatnivas soro riato,
Tehara ande diminyatsa
Makiovavas amalensa
Xasaravas muri viatsa.

I was having a wild party with friends
All through the night till dawn
I was drinking and wasting my life
So I took myself, mother, and went away
I came to two roads, one going far, one going near
I looked up and I looked down but I saw nobody
But I saw a little bird, then it was not a little bird
It was my dear little dead mother
And she was crying tears of blood
Her hair was hanging down all undone.

Before me are two roads, which should I take?
The Gypsy road or the non-Gypsy road?
I took the non-Gypsy road but I didn’t go far
I got into big trouble, big trouble
I ate the leg of a goose and they threw me in jail
Then I ate the drumstick of a gander and they threw me

in the dungeon

As we approached Hull, Kolia turned into a large shopping plaza
to buy some things for his parents, a box of cigarillos for his father,
two cans of anchovies and a pair of new shoes for himself. He was
always buying new shoes and throwing his “old” ones away. In a few
days he would have spilled zalzairo on this new pair. I kept telling
him to keep an old pair to work in but he refused to listen.

I bought myself some decent work clothes to replace the odds
and ends I’d been using to work in and we drove away. We made
one more stop at the liquor commission to buy a couple of bottles of
apple cider for Kolia’s mother, a bottle of rakiya for his father and
some beer for ourselves.

The old people were just finishing supper when we arrived. The
old lady knew we were coming and had made enough for us. The
more I lived among these Kalderash Gypsies the more I became
convinced that they had some kind of telepathy that enabled them
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to communicate with one another, especially if they were closely
related or members of the same family.

The house had been rearranged since the last time Kolia and I
had been home and old Doikitsa showed me where I was supposed
to sleep and what towels and dishes I was to use. You can’t wash
clothes, dishes and babies in the same pan and every Gypsy has his
own eating utensils, towels and soap. Other dishes and utensils were
set aside for guests and still others for pregnant women. Certain
towels were for the face and others for the nether regions and there
were different coloured soaps in the sink, each with an allowed
function.

Doikitsa heated up the supper for us while Kolia and I talked
with Valodia as he sipped his rakiya. Kolia and his father spoke in
Romani and sometimes I didn’t catch a certain word or expression,
since their basic Romani was much mixed with words from other
tongues. I took out my notebook to write down the unfamiliar
terms. Some of them I could guess at, such as lantso—chain, from
Rumanian or pomozhnik—helper, from Serbo-Croat.

The old man started blasting Kolia for something, and Kolia, one
of the strongest men I have ever met, just sat there meekly and
endured his father’s tirade. The old fellow kept turning to me asking
my agreement as to what he was saying and I nodded my head even
though I wasn’t really aware of what it was all about.

“It’s time you got married, my son,” Kolia’s father said. “You’re
too old to live alone. You need a woman to make your meals, fix
your clothes, bear my grandchildren. Most Roms are married before
they have hair on their chests.”

“I have a chosen one,” Kolia said defensively. “Tinka, the daugh-
ter of Mitcho the Russian Gypsy. But he won’t let me have her until
I pay the dowry.”

The old man stared at him. “Then steal her,” he suggested.
“You’re my son, aren’t you? Your mother’s family chased us all
through Serbia and well into Rumania when we eloped. But that
was in the old days when Gypsies were men. Today we are half
Gazhe, buying our wives and haggling over the price of the dowry
like Arabs in the market place. What are you, a Rom, a Gazho, or a
pampuritsa?”

Kolia said nothing and the atmosphere was cleared by the old
lady who brought us our supper of sarmi, or stuffed cabbage rolls,
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highly spiced, which I ate with difficulty. After supper we drank and
smoked. The old man really enjoyed his cigarillos. With his Mexican
poncho and exotic green felt hat he had the air of Pancho Villa
or some other bandido and his fierce-looking moustache recalled
days long past when Gypsy palikaria carried weapons against the
Turks in the Balkan wars of liberation. The old lady puffed away
on her pipe like a veteran, muttering at the old man and glancing
periodically at me.

What the hell had I done wrong now, washed my hands with the
wrong soap or something?

“What are they mumbling about?” I asked Kolia in French.
“They like you,” he said. “You remind them of somebody, some-

where, a Gypsy who was killed in the war. They’re trying to think of
a name to call you—a Gypsy name.”

“I have it now,” the old lady burst out. “Yanko, we’ll call you
Yanko.”

“Yanko,” I said aloud. It did seem to fit.
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A year passed, during which time Kolia, his parents and I returned to
Montreal and set ourselves up in an old house with a store front on
St. Urbain Street about a block above St. Catherine. It was summer
again and I had changed. My body had become more muscular from
working with Kolia and my habits and mannerisms were now so
fully those of a Gypsy that I was no longer ever mistaken to be a
Gazho.

Again Kolia and I were driving towards Ottawa, this time to look
for work and for some other reason that Kolia hadn’t explained to
me. I was smiling as I sat beside him in the car remembering my
divorce. . . . when Linda’s mother had told the lawyers to draw up
all the papers; then they couldn’t find me. They’d tried the office
I had worked in, the night school I’d attended, El Cortĳo and the
other hangouts I’d frequented. But no dice, no Ronald Lee. . . . It
was a mere impulse that I called Linda to see if she’d ever received
any mail for me at our old address after I’d split.

“People don’t disappear in Canada,” she told me. “Where the
hell were you?”

I told her I’d been in the States for a while and left it at that. We
met in El Cortĳo on Clark Street. She and Larry, my replacement,
belonged to a free-wheeling sort of jet-set group, both earned good
money and they were confidently building themselves careers, as the
ads say. She was wearing velvet slacks, a white turtleneck sweater
and red shoes. Larry had a brown corduroy jacket, purple ascot,
grey flannel trousers and a pair of green suede shoes. I couldn’t
seem to make them understand who Kolia was. They kept asking
me what language we were speaking.

They paid me fifty dollars for my co-operation in the divorce.
One of the hippie girls from El Cortĳo, a skinny little thing who was
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always watching me in former days, posed with me for the evidence
photo in the studio of a free-lance photographer just down the street
and got ten bucks for her trouble. Then our divorce bill came up,
the hammer thumped and some senile, doddering old clunker of
a senator scribbled his name on a piece of paper and five years of
marriage, argument, hope, frustration and the occasional piece of
ass ceased to have any more meaning.

We drove down a dip in the highway, climbed to the top of a low
hill and I suddenly saw Ottawa ahead of us. It was about noon and
the streets were busy with the luncheon crowd.

Ottawa is a strange city. You can’t love it as you do Montreal,
but you don’t hate it as you do Toronto. Nobody lives there unless he
has to and nobody goes there if he can avoid doing so. The natives,
if they are thirsty or looking for commercial sex, all go to Hull, its
evil French twin across the river in La Belle Province.

We entered the downtown area and drove into the section where
the Parliament buildings are located. I noticed a Gypsy fortunetelling
joint right across the road opposite where our Government sits. How
appropriate, I thought, a sort of balance.

A short, thickset man of about fifty was standing in front of the
Gypsy store wearing a black tropical suit, flashy purple shirt, white
panama hat, green shoes and numerous gold rings. He seemed an
American-born Gypsy by the look of him.

“Who is that?” I asked Kolia.
“Mitcho, the son of Boyo and the father of Tinka the girl I want

to marry,” he explained. “I don’t want him to see me.”
Kolia turned up a side street, stopped the car and lit a cigarette.
“Yanko,” he sounded as if he were about to entrust a great

mission. “Yanko, I want you to do something very important for
me.”

“What, blow up the Parliament buildings?”
He smiled. “I want you to go into that store and act like a

customer. Talk to Tinka if you can. She has a ring with a blue stone
on the second finger of her left hand. Make sure you’re alone with
her and show her this.”

He took off his own gold ring, his totem, the head of a wolf was
worked into the design of the Ruveshti, his mother’s clan.

“Tell her I want to meet her somewhere to talk, alone,” Kolia went
on. “They’re suspicious that Tinka and I might try to elope. They
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don’t know you. You might be able to pass as a Gazho customer.”
I did not share his confidence about my passing as a Gazho,

but I got out and walked around to the store. The guy outside
had vanished and the front part of the ofisa, where the women told
fortunes, was deserted. This front part was separated from the living
quarters in the rear by a thick, heavy curtain. It was decorated with
tapestries, copper plates, buddhas and crucifixes to impress the
clientele. I noticed the licence hanging on the wall and felt as if I
were being watched. A young Gypsy woman came out from behind
the drapes and studied me.

Gypsies usually cater to the style of the particular customer; for
the old man, there is the vigorous matron with the hefty backside
and magnificent bust; for the middle-aged lady, there is the wise
old matriarch; for the young man, like me, if he seems respectable
and polite, the young, voluptuous Gypsy temptress; or if he is rough
and uncouth-looking, the hard-fisted, loud-mouthed Gypsy Amazon
who can lay him out on the carpet, minus his teeth, if he puts his
hand in the wrong place. Again, if there is no Amazon available to
deal with him, a sweet young Gypsy madonna will suddenly appear
and breastfeed her baby as she tells his fortune. Every man from
truck driver to Member of Parliament has that ingrained respect for
motherhood that prevents him from trying to get a cheap feel.

The bells jingled as the curtains fell back into place and the
woman came towards me. A typical North-American Gypsy, she was
dark-skinned with long black hair tied in a pony tail with a big yellow
butterfly bow just over her nape. She was wearing the colourful
ankle-length Gypsy dress, golden slippers and a low-cut blouse.
She was short and plump and approached me with a masterful,
matriarchal air. I saw the ring, but with a red stone. Tinka must
have changed her politics with the government across the street.

“You want a reading, mister?” she asked in a heavy, throaty
voice.

“Yes, please,” I smiled pleasantly. “I have a love problem.”
She used the polite approach. “Sit down,” she told me, motioning

towards the special chair that Gypsies keep in their homes for non-
Gypsies to sit on. No Gypsy ever sits on it so I chose the sofa nearby.
She frowned, but said nothing, as she got a small footstool and sat
down on it right in front of me, giving me a splendid view of her tits.
Then she started the usual spiel. I let her go on for a while as she
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examined my hand, spotting the stains of the special acid that all
Coppersmith Gypsies get on their skin.

I showed her Kolia’s ring and by the way she looked at it I knew
this was Tinka.

“Rom sim,” I whispered. “I’m a Gypsy, Kolia’s partner. He wants
to see you tonight to talk.”

She thought for a moment, reached into the kisi, or purse, sewn
into her Gypsy skirt, undid the strings and handed me a book of
penny matches with the advertising and address of a bar on it.

“Here,” she told me, “at ten tonight.”
“Good,” I replied, “Kolia will be happy.”
“Don’t talk any more,” she went on as she grabbed my mitt and

assumed a professional attitude, just as an elderly woman, obviously
her mother, came into the parlour from behind the curtains and
smiled benevolently at me. She was the biggest woman I’ve ever
seen in my life and I now knew why Kolia always referred to her as
the Brashka, or female frog. She was a huge misshapen lump with
hardly any hair. God, I thought in horror, is this what Tinka will
look like some day? There is a saying among the Gypsies. “Chi perel
e pabai dur katar o kasht—The apple never falls far from the tree.”

Tinka finished reading my palm, told me I was going to meet a
woman and get married very shortly and asked me for five dollars. I
made a mental note to ask Kolia for it. Once a Gypsy woman gets
her hands on money, often death cannot reclaim it.

I left the store, walked up the street, entered the restaurant,
strolled through the kitchen and into the back yard where I climbed
over a low wall, ignoring the shouts of protest from the kitchen staff.
I found myself in a narrow lane from where I took an equally devious
route back to Kolia.

If anybody had followed me from the store they’d have a hell of a
long wait before I came back out of the restaurant.

Kolia was glad to see me. I gave him the matchbook and told
him what time she wanted to meet him. He suggested we have a
drink, after which we went to a succession of rooming houses until
we found one that suited Kolia. He settled for a large, expensive
room with two beds and nice furnishings. I guess he was planning
to elope with Tinka in desperation. If he came home again without
a wife, his father would probably disown him. He paid the landlady,
a middle-aged French Canadian woman and explained that he was
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