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A notice for auditions in a local
drama school led him to apply to take
a drama course in London. “I had
never thought of going to college – I
had hardly been to school and only
learned to read and write in my late
teens,” says Dan. Nevertheless Dan
was encouraged to apply to drama
school in London and got through at
the first interview.
“They told me if I couldn’t get a
grant they would give me a scholarship,” says Dan. The move to London
was a huge culture shock – Dan had
never been out of East Anglia let alone
in an educational environment. “There
wasn’t much money around and I was
sleeping in a car at night and coming
into college early to use the showers. I
didn’t care – it was the first time in my
life I felt accepted and not judged for my
background. It was also great to be
around people who had the same passion

“

We want to try and raise awareness
about Romany people, our culture,
history, heritage and language
for drama.”
Growing up in a travelling family Dan had
always felt ‘different’. One of seven kids he
spent his childhood moving around East Anglia
following the work. That meant doing everything from pulling up sugar beet to picking
fruit.
“As soon as we could walk we would help our
parents with what was quite backbreaking
work. In the winter we would knock on doors
asking for scrap iron. The work was mindnumbingly boring,” says Dan. “Every time we
pitched up into a new town everyone would
know we were Gypsies. Signs would soon go up
in the local pubs ‘No Gypsies Served Here’.
That sort of mentality just breeds hatred and
division and it was one of the driving forces
behind my vision for this theatre company.
I felt that somehow through drama it
would be possible to build bridges
between the two communities,” he
says.
Although Dan loved the Londonbased drama course he was not convinced he was cut out for acting. “I
hated auditions – they never really worked for me. I once read a
story about how Marlon
Brando used to get
parts. He always
insisted on taking a
script away with
him, going through
it and then reading it through
the next day
when he
would be
word perfect.
When he
had to
audition
however
he would
do badly.
“I thought if one of
the greatest screen
actors who ever lived
had problems with auditions then there must be
something wrong with the
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system,” he laughs.
Instead of acting Dan soon
started directing plays for local
amateur dramatic groups and
then began to wonder if he
could actually write a
script. “I set myself a
test. I thought I’ll
write something
really simple just
to prove I can
write dialogue
and hold people’s
attention for an
hour or so. I set the
scene at a bus
stop and
just

had two characters talking. There was a
local festival near Colchester which was
calling for local writers to submit scripts. I
sent it off to the adjudicator who was clearly appalled. She sent it back saying the
spelling was atrocious and that the play
would never work – it ended up winning
four awards and she had to eat her words!”
says Dan.
Dan formed the Rush Theatre Company in
1998 and began to put on plays around East
Anglia which became very popular. However
putting on productions costs money and was
starting to eat into Dan’s own income. “I
knew I had to get a proper job and joined a
media company in Ipswich. I wanted
to gain experience in film and
production but I also knew it
would give me unlimited
access to equipment such
as cameras and editing
suites.”
He made three
films. One about
rural isolation,

one on teenage pregnancy and the other was
a documentary about Gypsy travellers.
“Travellers are naturally wary of the media
and I had to work very hard to gain their
trust. I promised they could have the last
word when it came to editing the script and
when they saw the final cut they loved it. We
showed all three films at the Corn Exchange
in Ipswich where they were a huge success. It
sowed the seed of an idea in my mind. I
thought if they liked the documentary why
don’t I set up a theatre company which will
give us travellers a voice and encourage
young Romany people to get involved in theatre and radio? The rest is history.”
The company may be small – but it is rapidly gaining a reputation both locally and
nationally. “After I made the Romany Way of
Life with the travellers I made another film
called the Gypsy’s Wish which was a 20
minute drama about travellers and the way
we live. We showed the film at local authority
conferences and then afterwards some of
the travellers who had taken part got
up to speak about their experiences.
“It was a great way of engaging
with the public and educating them
about our culture. It also broke down
the barriers of ignorance and fear
about Romany Gypsies. It was a huge
success and we took it around to several other local authorities,” says Dan.
“We also run training projects for
Gypsies which are accredited through
the Open College Network which are
going from strength to strength. Some
of our graduates have gone on to work
with the BBC, the Royal Court theatre
and C4,” says Dan.
For the Ipswich Festival Dan wrote a
play which came from a well-loved story
he remembered from his childhood – the
Boy’s Grave, [the grave is situated near
Newmarket] which caught the eye of a
film producer who is interested in turning the script into a feature film.
“The story I wrote is about a young
Gypsy boy who killed himself in around
1848. He was hired by the local squire as a
shepherd but he fell asleep in the fog and
when he awoke he discovered some of his
sheep were missing. In fact the locals
didn’t like the fact that he had a job whilst
they were unemployed. They had sneaked by
while the boy was asleep and stolen the sheep
but the young lad was so ashamed he hanged
himself. Local Gypsies buried him at the very
spot where he died and made him a makeshift
grave,” says Dan. The spooky thing is that the
grave is still tended to this day – but nobody
knows by whom.
Dan’s life now is a far cry from his student
days of sleeping in his car. Earlier this year
he found himself ensconced in a posh London
hotel and being ferried in a limo daily to and
from Pinewood Studios. He was given the part
of a Gypsy in the new Hollywood blockbuster
Wolf Man coming out in November 2009. It
was produced by Universal Studios with a
$100m budget and stars Benicio del Toro and
Anthony Hopkins. “It’s inspired by the classic
1941 horror movie and is about a nobleman
who is lured back to his family estate after
his brother vanishes. He hears of an ancient
curse that turns those afflicted into werewolves when there’s a full moon,” says Dan.
When he is not making blockbuster movies
Dan is busy scriptwriting and is in talks with
the highly acclaimed theatre director Indhu
Rubasingham about putting on one of his
plays at the Royal Court Theatre next year.
“The thing I have always wanted more than
anything else is to earn a living doing something I enjoy. That was my dream and now I
am living it. Sometimes I really can’t quite
believe it!” he smiles.
■ For more information about the
Romany Theatre Company go to
www.romanytheatrecompany.com. Look
out for the new series of Atching Tan
coming to the BBC. Wolfman is due to be
released in November 2009.

Potter’s Piece
with Sarah Jane Potter

Carpe diem
I KNOW you usually rely on my
column to bring a smile to your
face (hopefully) but this week a
specific event has sent my lonely
brain cell to a more profound
deeper recess of my already over
analytical grey matter! It was a
very final and sad event – an old
friend of twenty years lost her
courageous fight to cancer.
So there I am sitting with the
old gang, we’ve partied, laughed,
danced and cried together for
two decades – tears in our eyes
staring at her coffin draped in
beautiful lilies.
Later, as the wine poured
celebrating her life and we
watched photos of her, I
suddenly ‘woke up’ at the wake
so to speak. Grief has a catalytic
effect, sharply bringing life into
focus with such clarity. It brings
a perspective – there we all were
sitting round the table suddenly
talking about how important it is
to live life and, in that process,
thinking what would finally
bring us the happiness we all
crave for?
Sam knows that when she
loses that stone she’ll be content.
Jayney thinks that once she
lands that dream job and the
whole world respects her she’ll
be complete! Poppy believes that
once she meets her Mr Perfect
partner, hatches out a couple of
babies, moves to the country
and live happily ever after,
she’ll have it all. When I
write my novel (I’ve
been planning the
book launch for ten
years) I’ll be
fulfilled. Although
very different goals,
the one thing we
had in common,
which powerfully
struck me, was that
we are all investing in
our happiness in the
future – the ‘one day,
it’ll all be fine!’ and
‘I’ll be happy when...’
So there we all
were mourning the
cruel kidnapping
of a dear friend
before her time
– she didn’t
have a ‘future’
any more and
we were all
basing our
well-being on
something that
is going to
vaguely possibly
happen – but
we’ve got no
idea where or
when? The best
days and years are
yet to come – right?
I’m sure any
psychologist would
say that to have goals
and ambition keeps us
focused, ambitious and

chases depression away. We do
indeed live in an aspirational
society. I mean look at what the
media peddles us – the more
successful, beautiful and richer
blah, blah, blah, the happier we
all will be. If you don’t ‘look good
naked’ (and I don’t mean that
literally) – we should be getting
more out of life and we console
ourselves, perhaps with
unrealistic expectations – but it
will happen in the ‘future’.
My point is, the saddest,
unhappiest thing of all about us
double FFs (Future Fanatics) is
that we fail to appreciate the
most important part – our life as
it actually is! The here, now, this
second – all sacrificed for the
elusive search ‘if I was just’, ‘if I
could just have’, ‘if I could just
be... I’d be happy’
Yep, if we are not careful we’ll
miss ‘the once in a lifetime ride’.
So go into the kitchen NOW, get
you best crystal glasses out (the
ones you save for that special
occasion!), spray on you
favourite perfume (the one you
don’t like to waste), pour a
drink, sit down, smile, sit still
amidst the noise of modernity
without worrying about
anything. Put the ‘someday’ and
‘one-day’ in a box with a tight lid
and try to live each day, each
hour, and each minute. Live for
now – tomorrow is
promised to no-one!
In memory of a
special person, we
all miss you
already – a girl
who knew how
to live it!!!!
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