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Caravan and Camping Glossary

Awning Tent-like fabric structure that can be attached to the side of a caravan or motorhome for extra living and storage place.

Awning Carpet Groundsheet in an awning, made porous to avoid damage to underlying grass.

Camping Outdoor recreational activity.

Campsite An area where people can go camping and spend the night in tents, caravans or other mobile dwellings. Campsites are usually divided into a number of pitches and offer a range of facilities. The word in US English is campground.

Caravan A caravan is a trailer for living. It can be towed on public roads provided that it meets the requirements for construction and use of road vehicles. Caravans are also known as touring caravans, trailers or vans. In this book I employ ‘caravan’ as a generic term that occasionally encompasses other forms of mobile dwellings, such as the motorhome.

Caravanner A person that goes camping with a caravan. Sometimes used exclusively for members of caravan clubs. Throughout this book I use caravanner as a broad term, encompassing also people that live in caravans, but who do not necessarily see themselves as engaging in any form of camping.

Caravanning Usually employed to refer to the activity associated with touring holidays, here however I use caravanning as a term that also encompasses other forms of long-term and less mobile caravan dwelling.

Cassette Toilet Chemical toilet with waste-holding tank that is accessible from outside the caravan. The chemical toilet is self-contained, storing wastewater for periodic emptying.

Chassis Structural framework supporting the caravan construction.

Dinette Seating area, usually convertible to a bed.

Full-timers Used here with reference to people whose caravan is a primary and year-round dwelling.

Hook-up A connection to water, sewage or electricity at a campsite.

Motorhome Self-propelled caravan that offers living accommodation in combination with a vehicle engine. Also known as motorcaravan or camper van.

Mobile Home A form of caravan that is transportable, but cannot be towed on public roads.

Mobile Dwelling Used here as a generic term encompassing different forms of caravans or dwellings on wheels.

MOT Annual test required for motor vehicles.

Pitch Area on a campsite designated for the use of one unit.

Seasonal Pitch Pitch reserved for a whole season.

Recreational Vehicle (RV) Large vehicle designed for recreational use. Usually refers to the US equivalent of motorhomes (which often are bigger than their European counterparts).

Wastewater Water used in the kitchen or bathroom area that needs to be collected in an internal or external tank for periodic disposal at designated campsite emptying stations.

Sources: UK Camping and Caravanning Club ‘Glossary of Caravanning Terms’, Merriam Webster Dictionary, Wikipedia.






Introduction: Standing Still

Benidorm, Spain 2011: ‘You’re free. Out in the open. Even though you’re inside you’re still in the open …. You can see everything that’s going on,’ Lucy explains. It is midday, but John and Lucy are inside with the heater on full power. Yesterday’s cool breeze has turned into vigorous gusts of wind that whirl the warm-brown dust on the pitch and threaten to drag along the flapping canvas tent used as a utility shed. Lucy is seated on the pink, slightly faded sofa in the salon, which at night before she goes to the campsite club is converted into her bed. Her short-cut, silver-grey hair stays neatly in place as she gazes out of the large side window, spotting the hill opposite the heavily congested road and the neon signs of Benidorm Palace. She had known it was right as soon as she stepped into it three years ago. It was the small kitchen located in the back, with gas plates and storage, where John could make the toast for breakfast. And it was the bed in the ceiling above the driving compartment of the car that they used to sleep in, but that now accommodates extra bedding and the presents they feel obliged to keep, but cannot possibly fit anywhere else. As the result of lifelong dream of travelling, with a lump sum of Lucy’s pension they had paid 13,000 pounds cash for the second-hand British-manufactured motorhome. ‘I can’t imagine what it would be like to live in a house again. It feels claustrophobic,’ Lucy says. ‘It sounds silly, the van is so small and the house is big. But it feels claustrophobic. I feel closed in! We’re gonna end up real gypsies, us!’

The motorhome has been their full-time dwelling since John and Lucy left northern England, rented out the terrace house they were not able to sell in a slow housing market, and relocated to Spain. Together with hundreds of other northern Europeans they have settled down on Camping Mares1 in Benidorm, looking for ‘the good life’ – on wheels that stand still. In John and Lucy’s opinion, the campsite is the realization of the community life they no longer find accessible in their house and neighbourhood in the UK, or as John puts it: ‘We don’t even lock our door when we go out at night.’

In another corner of Europe. Sweden, 2011. On an open, plain field on the outskirts of town it is afternoon and Benny is cutting the lawn. Again. His wife Louise, who is in her forties and works in a kindergarten, is seated in the shade on the wooden veranda the couple has constructed in front of the awning. From the quiet pitch they have a full view over the factory towers of Benny’s workplace, just a short bicycle ride away. They live in the caravan at least five months of the year, passing by their apartment a few kilometres away once a week to pick up the post. There are 55 of them who have reserved their pitch for the summer season and Benny’s brother owns the caravan next door. Across the small dusty road that separates the rows of caravans, and next to my tiny 78’ model rented for the summer of fieldwork, is another caravan hidden behind an impressive awning and an abundance of garden furniture. Since they sold their apartment and moved to live on Lake Camping2 on a full-time basis, this is Edward and his partner Petra’s new home. Here they can still commute to work, while on the campsite encounter other forms of what they term ‘freedom’ – ‘freedom’ from the house and its possessions and from neighbourhoods in decay, and ‘freedom’ in the wheels that are parked behind flowerpots, but that potentially can take them anywhere.

This book starts off from a rather simple paradox, where the mobile dwelling is ‘immobilised’ and when a home that is potentially mobile can nurture dreams of a life in movement, even when its static wheels are standing still. Caravans is an ethnography of the mobile dwelling in present-day Europe, about its transition from a prefabricated leisure vehicle into the domestic sphere as a seasonal or full-time home that is seldom – or never – moved. It traces the caravan in different social settings: from a Spanish campsite inhabited by the British working class, to a Swedish summer campsite where nothing really happens, through trade fairs where caravans are marketed and displayed, and to the historical remnants of the mobile leisure dream. Caravans is, as the title suggests, a book about these vehicle-homes, but it is just as much a book about the people that like John and Lucy – in pursuing a different life – have chosen to live in one. It is about their search for ‘freedom’, for security and for a specific quality of social relationship that John and Lucy agree is only to be found in a campsite context. And it is a book about the implications and consequences of a life on wheels, about the economic fragilities and conservative social control wherein class and social distinctions are reproduced among mini-lanterns, artificial butterflies and fake fireplaces in a changing Europe.


A move towards the mobile dwelling

The European Caravan Federation calculates that more than five millions caravans and motorhomes roll around on European roads.3 Only in the European Union (EU), camping and caravanning stands for more than 20 per cent of all tourism accommodation, and in 2015 the leisure vehicle sector reported remarkable sales jumps. But caravans and motorhomes are not only found among holidaying Europeans. Newspapers frequently feature articles of the mobile dwelling as the solution for the future, as housing prices rise and people seek new options with no fixed abode. But while caravans have been part of working-class leisure in Western Europe since the popularization of the car, we know surprisingly little about these tin-boxes on wheels and the people inhabiting them – seasonally or permanently.

The caravan is a ‘hybrid’ – a comprised dwelling for sleeping, cooking, eating and socializing that is also a vehicle that can be transported and moved (Wallis 1991: 178). Officially registered as private property (vehicles) and not as real estate (houses), caravans and motorhomes escape not only taxing issues, but also the major housing statistics produced on a European level. The alternative homemaking described in this book identifies a category of mobile housing largely invisible in official statistics due to its blurred exposure of leisure and domestic practices. Whereas the temporary character of caravan life has come to be appreciated as an integral part of Europe’s tourism landscape, caravans as permanent housing raise difficult questions regarding class and mobility. How then, can we account for the caravan and the campsite’s ongoing conversion into full-time and seasonal housing for northern Europeans? What specific interrelations between material qualities and configurations of mobility enable, sustain or constrain this conversion? And how, as it appears, does the camping phenomenon both encapsulate and produce imaginations and experiences of ‘the good life’? This book thus takes as its point of departure a particularly ambiguous form of dwelling to examine the intersections of mobility, materiality and class in contemporary Europe.

But does it at all make sense to examine mobility through static caravan dwelling? To answer this question I argue for an analytical shift that turns away from a focus on mobile people towards the dwelling itself. This analytical shift includes the introduction of three interrelated key concepts: potential mobility, withdrawal and the present continuous. As I will explain more thoroughly in the upcoming section, potential mobility refers to mobility in its unfinished or unrealized form, and is expressed in the ways caravanners imagine mobility without actually moving. While caravanners like Lucy and John seldom move their caravans, life on a campsite still implies some form of relocation. The concept of withdrawal treats such caravan relocations as a stepping back from undesirable domestic, local or national contexts and into a more manageable social and material periphery. By using the concept of withdrawal I place the campsite realities of places such as Lake Camping, where Benny is cutting the lawn, and Camping Mares, where Lucy and John are having their tea, within the turbulent political and economic landscape of present-day Europe.

A withdrawal to campsite life is directed by a class-oriented narrative of ‘the good life’. As an analytical concept, withdrawal evokes a specific tension between activated agency and notions of passivity, similar to what Vincent Crapanzano, when writing on a different topic, terms ‘passive activity’ (2010: 40). The term does not hold the same sense of active and largely individualistic geographical mobility that I find connoted with the word ‘escape’.4 Rather, while still referring to a move away from a specific national or housing context, withdrawal identifies a move within the realm of the already known. Withdrawal is not directed towards the utopian future, but is located in the realm of the known and the familiar present. The home on wheels is, as caravanners repeatedly emphasize, a home you take with you, wherever you go.

To understand how processes of withdrawal are embedded in a material form such as the caravan, we need to look closer at how the caravan itself and its material properties are linked to imaginations of mobility, but also to particular moralities of safety, visibility and control. Among the caravanners, the potential for moving one’s dwelling resonates with a wider and more complex idea that a potential for spatial mobility prevents a sense of being ‘stuck’, both physically and socially (cf. Hage 2005, 2009). Caravanners’ own references to what they see as a problematic sense of fixity nevertheless reveal ambivalent relations to the nation state, to politics and to what they see as a loss of morality and community in their neighbourhoods, caused – they regard – by economic crisis and immigration. Looking closer at how caravan dwellers articulate their vision of the good life, it is however not located in the future, but rather in the present moment.

Their referral to the good life as happening in the moment (as they are, for instance, sitting outside their caravan drinking a beer) is situated within a specific temporal frame that I understand as the present continuous – as in the grammatical tense, known as the - ing form. The present continuous refers to something that is happen-ing at the moment of speaking, tak-ing place as we speak. The caravan’s present continuous thus holds a critical temporal character, wherein the good life is located in the present: in the sitting, talking, drinking and living. It can be read as a timid, and carefully rolling, present. But the present continuous also constitutes a particular relation between past, present and future (cf. Adam 1990, 1995), outlining the ongoing good life as something new, and contrasting it with a previous state or condition, while simultaneously neglecting economic risk and uncertainty. These three concepts, ‘potential mobility’, ‘withdrawal’ and ‘the present continuous’, will reappear throughout the different chapters of the book, tying together people’s imaginaries of mobility and the materiality of their caravan homes.



From motility to potential mobility

Mobility has been one of the buzzwords in the social sciences during the past few decades, portrayed as the central element of globalization and capitalism. Leading thinkers in the social sciences, from Anthony Giddens to Zygmunt Bauman and John Urry, have all described the movement of people, ideas and materials as constitutive of a contemporary world in flux. What has been termed a ‘mobility turn’ in the social sciences has taken mobility one step further, forefronting its capacity as an analytical category in and of itself, not only as an object of study (Cresswell 2006; Salazar 2016). This is clearly articulated in the ‘new mobilities paradigm’ (Hannam, Sheller and Urry 2006; Sheller and Urry 2006; Urry 2007) where mobility is employed as an all-encompassing category referring to everything from walking to complex migration movements. Although it points to the importance of ‘immobile’ material forms and how they regulate or produce mobility, the ‘new mobilities’ literature has rightly been criticized for its tendency to reproduce a problematic mobility–immobility binary and for simplifying the complex relationship between mobility and stasis (Glick-Schiller and Salazar 2013).

Mobile dwellings are intimately linked with people’s production of dreams and ideas of ‘freedom’ and ‘the good life’, but parallel to what we can see as both practices and discourses of mobility is, however, a similarly important idiom of fixity. One of the terms that briefly appears in the ‘new mobilities’ research paradigm and that aims at bridging a gap between mobility and immobility is the concept of ‘motility’. Originally a biological term and referring to the potential to move, motility was first introduced into the interdisciplinary mobility literature by the sociologist Vincent Kaufmann (2002). Kaufmann argues for a need to separate realized mobility from that of its potential, and argues that every human being has a potential for mobility that, depending on aspirations and circumstances, can be realized into movement. Kaufmann’s theoretical ideas have mainly stayed within the fields of transport sociology and neighbouring disciplines,5 and his use of the motility term has encouraged problematic Eurocentric visions of mobility and an approach that too strongly rests on a belief in the individual agent (Leivestad 2016). However, I think that valuable insights can be gained from shifting the focus from a broad category of mobility, to instead dissecting it and pinning down one of its central elements: the potential or possibility to actually move (Cresswell 2010; Leivestad 2016, 2017; Merriman 2014). Potential mobility thus implies an analytical shift from actuality to potentiality. But in contrast to motility where mobility is seen as a resource that needs to be appropriated, potential mobility captures mobility as an idea that is constantly deferred. Potential mobility is mobility as unfinished or unrealized, and this book shows how it can be expressed as a powerful idea that in practice is constantly deferred, altered or resisted.

Beyond doubt, mobility – and the potential for it – means very little on its own. It needs, as the anthropologist Julie Chu (2010: 15) puts it, to be ‘materialised’, through both people and words, but also through objects and other material forms. In this book I illustrate how mobility means very different things in different social contexts and how mobility is given meaning and expressed through material objects and people’s engagement with them (Adey 2010; Cresswell 2006; see also Lindquist 2009). This means that mobility is not only experienced, but also mediated, by both human and non-human actors (Xiang and Lindquist 2014: 124). To see that mobility is mediated means taking into account how it is both facilitated and hindered by and through material forms, infrastructures and social actors with different degrees of power (see Latour 2005).



Tin-boxes on wheels

Back there in 2011, on an unusually windy Benidorm day, the pensioner Lucy, who had lived all her life in northern England before moving to a campsite in Spain, talks about the ‘claustrophobia’ of her former house, a house that despise its size, she argues, ‘closes her in’. To Lucy, the mobile dwelling represents a contrast to this claustrophobic house. Caravans and motorhomes do not fit in neatly with a common idea of the home as representing something stable and deeply connected to territory, or with what Judith Okely (1983) terms a ‘house dwelling ideology’. Historically, in a European context, one can see that the house was built to last, with long-term material, emotional and symbolic investment and strong implications of stability (Birdwell-Pheasant and Lawrence-Zuñega 1999: 13). Twenty years ago, Janet Carsten and Stephen Hugh-Jones framed an important critique against how the house itself as an object of study in general had suffered from neglect within the anthropological discipline, arguing that ‘notions of process, cycle and development are commonplace in the analysis of households and domestic groups but, in contrast to the people involved, the buildings are often portrayed as relatively fixed and permanent’ (1995: 37; see also Dalakoglou 2010a: 762 on the same point). While we in the last decade have seen a renewed interest in the house and the home perceived of as a changing process in itself6 (Dalakoglou 2009; Daniels 2010; Miller 2001a), the material particularities of the mobile dwelling have escaped the radar of most researchers.7

In Discovering the Vernacular Landscape, the landscape writer John Brinckerhoff Jackson (1984) finds an important distinction between two different types of dwelling: those houses that are built to last, and the house that is expected only to last a generation or less (1984: 93). J. B. Jackson links the dwelling’s temporality to that of its material structures, such as the temporality of the wood – houses built rapidly with the idea of eventual change (or abandonment), and mobility, such as dwellings that were easy to disassemble when work or land were sought elsewhere (see also Leivestad 2018). The temporary and mobile dwelling, with antecedents in medieval Europe, have, Jackson argues, formed vernacular architectures such as the box house, the prefabricated house, the mobile home and, as it arrived in America by the 1950s, the trailer (1984: 86). The trailer is, Jackson argues, ‘the low-cost dwelling for the future – lacking in solidity, lacking in permanence, lacking in charm, but inexpensive, convenient and mobile’ (1984: 100). But when Jackson sees the trailer as cheap and temporary when occupied by people looking for that next step to something more permanent and long-lasting, the caravan realities described in this book are far more complicated. Here, a costly motorhome might be a step towards a caravan or the other way around, but in this context caravanners’ create a temporal frame wherein ‘the good life’ is one realized in a mobile dwelling at the campsite.

Hybridity is built into the caravan’s walls and wheels, contributing to the appearance of what I term the caravan’s ‘ambiguous’ character that in turn can make it hard to classify and comprehend. Hybridity is also present in the materials caravans are built of, which produce and evoke multiple human interpretations of ‘quality’, ‘stability’ and ‘weakness’ (see also Wallis 1991: 160). However, these same materials are also potentially ‘open’, for example, an openness actively made use of by caravanners, for instance to expand and transform living space. The transformative potential of the caravan can thus be located in its ‘openness’ to human interpretations – evoking a variety of conflicting meanings and values. However, as some of the chapters in this book illustrate, the caravan’s material structures are particularly vulnerable to sound and envisaged ‘threats’ to the desired privacy commonly associated with the Western domestic sphere. And when floors rot and pipes start leaking, it shows that the caravan’s material properties are also transformable in ways that go beyond the intention of its caravan owners. The caravan’s potential is thus not limited to the scope of human intention (Pinney 2005: 256). Chapter 4 in this book, in discussing both the material culture and the material properties of the caravan home, shows the necessity of bridging an otherwise theoretical gap, perhaps most polemically posed in Tim Ingold’s Materials against Materiality, where he seeks to ‘reverse the emphasis, in current studies of material culture, on the materiality of objects as against the properties of materials’ (2007: 1).8 While this book rests heavily on a material culture approach (see Miller 2005), it also raises questions on how to link issues of agency and temporality with that of material properties.
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Figure 1
‘Permanent’ Caravan at Camping Mares (photo by Terje Tjærnås).





A caravan class

About a decade ago, in 2007, the Guardian reported caravanning to be the most popular paid-for holiday in Britain.9 In the article, the manager of the Camping and Caravanning Show argued that ‘caravanning is no longer Carry on Camping,10 bad cabarets and tin boxes on wheels’. In 2013, a Huffington Post blogger reflected on what he termed the ‘caravan holiday resurgence’: ‘There was a time, in the not so distant past, when most British holidaymakers could think of nothing worse than spending an extended period of time with their family confined to what could only be described as a box on wheels.’11 What caused these exalted headlines was a notable increase in membership in the UK caravanning clubs and booking on campsites, read as a result of a new popularity of camping and caravanning as an affordable domestic holiday in times of economic crisis.

But as the newspaper features also reveal, the popular attitude towards caravans is an ambivalent matter. As the Guardian so smoothly puts it: ‘But while caravanning is undoubtedly big business, there is one leap it has yet to make: being seen as cool.’12 On British television, Jeremy Clarkson and Richard Hammond have made success out of crashing caravans to bits and pieces in the popular programme Top Gear – to entertain the many motorists annoyed with the slow-driving caravanners blocking roads in summertime. And in Sweden, during the years from 2010 to 2017, no less than five different docudramas on national Swedish television were broadcasted that showed caravan life wrapped up in sunny, lazy summer days entangled with various forms of conspicuous consumption.13 Produced from an urban, middle-class media point of view, these series presented caravanning with large doses of irony, but also painted a picture of caravan enthusiasts as overweight, sun-seeking, alcohol-drinking, barbequing people who are overprotective of their property and have bad taste (Leivestad 2018).

In popular portrayals, the caravan is historically linked to unsettled, homeless or travelling people who in some way or another have been stigmatized due to their mobility. In a European setting we can observe that caravans have been objects of both confusion and political and social exclusion. The history of Gypsy-Travellers, for instance, shows how the caravan has been used as a means and an object for government control of mobility and residency of an otherwise stigmatized group (Okely 1983; Taylor 2008). The US parallel, the trailer, evokes similar connotations of the poor working class. Despite such examples, the caravan has had a visible position in the leisure landscape of Europe through large parts of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Its history is inseparable from that of industrialization, the development of leisure and public holidays, as well as the expansion of the car and the motorway infrastructure that came in its wake. Although caravans were manufactured and in use in Britain from the 1920s onwards, caravanning had its great breakthrough in the 1950s and 1960s, following the expansion of private car use in Western Europe. It grew to be a mass leisure phenomenon, largely associated with working-class domestic tourism.14

While a common saying in the caravan industry and among caravanners states that ‘camping people are all kinds of people’, this hardly reflects the ethnographic reality. On Camping Mares and Lake Camping, the majority of the residents are white, heterosexual couples, with what one traditionally would term working-class or lower middle-class background, usually with little or no formal education. A short household survey I completed at Camping Mares in 2012, covering sixty caravan units, showed that the majority of the residents at this site came from the northern areas of the UK, and had occupational backgrounds such as manual work, self-employed manual business, retail, shop keeping and healthcare. Among the Swedish caravanners I engaged with, the majority of the men worked in industry or in manual labour, while common occupations among women were healthcare employees or shop assistants. However, as many researchers have pointed out in recent years, it is perhaps necessary to approach social class through more fine-grained categories. In this book there are individuals that easily would fit the British sociologist Mike Savage (2015) categories of the ‘new affluent workers’ and the ‘emergent service workers’, whose economic means are relatively generous and their wish to live the good life likewise. Class, however, is more than income and occupation. In order to understand how camping and the caravan has come to be associated with notions of ‘un-cool’, and why caravan dwellers repeatedly refer to themselves as ‘ordinary’ or ‘common’ people, it is useful to see class not as given, but ‘in continual production’ (Skeggs 2006: 3) through the ways in which we materially live. Caravans shows that class, as Lynsey Hanley (2007) so elegantly put it in her book about the British council estate, is ‘built into the physical landscape’ and continues to divide us through the types of homes we live in.



In and out of the caravan unit

For more than twelve months in total, on and off from 2010 to 2017, this project has taken me through many hours of strolling caravan trade fairs (Leivestad 2017b), meetings with actors in the caravan industry, interviews15 and conversations with caravan dwellers and home inventories in people’s caravans (Leivestad 2017a).16 In the following chapters I will repeatedly turn to the everyday realities of Camping Mares and Lake Camping; tease out their spatial and social particularities and tell the stories of the people inhabiting them. Throughout this project, these two campsites have however never been treated as pure comparative entities with the goal of producing a symmetrical presentation. Rather, as any reader will note, the sites and their residents occupy very different portions of the text as they sometimes raise and illuminate distinctive discourses.

In the quiet outskirts of town low stone walls and tall hedges prevent any view of Camping Mares from one of the town’s northern entrance roads before you actually enter the broad asphalted road that leads up to the reception building. Established in the late 1980s, Camping Mares is owned by a well-known figure in Benidorm’s tourist life and the owner of several downtown hotels and properties. Benidorm, known as the birthplace of package tourism, still receives five million visitors a year, and is home to an important British17 – mainly working-class – diaspora.18 In the 2016 Channel 5 docudrama Bargain-Loving Brits in the Sun, we are told that the key to a cheap and cheerful life in Spain is a caravan at one of the town area’s seventeen campsites, some of them with room for up to a thousand caravans and motorhomes (Leivestad 2017c). A few of the protagonists of the Channel 5 series live on Camping Mares whose 750 pitches, divided into a ‘touring’ and a ‘permanent’ area, house large British and Dutch populations.

But when standing outside the campsite restaurant looking at a poster announcing a Friday quiz on an early October day in 2010, most of this was still unknown to me. My lonely presence among sunburned Brits bringing along tap beer from the bar counter has not gone unnoticed and I am approached by a friendly looking tall man with glasses and grey hair. ‘Are you here alone?’ he asks, ‘Would you like to join our team?’ The man’s name is John and this opening phrase is the fumbling start of years of friendship. Lucy is there as well, and so is the Welsh couple Margaret and Gary, who introduced John and Lucy to Camping Mares when the latter couple first came here a few years ago. They still meet every Friday during the winter season to compete in the Camping Mares Quiz. Every time a team gets the highest score, the contestants burst out in a collective ‘nobody likes a smartaaaasss’.

My first quiz night on Camping Mares is also a reflection on the turn this project took during the first fieldwork phase. The initial project idea had been to study motorized camping as a leisure phenomenon, and I had spent two months in the summer in the orange-brownish interior of a rented 1970s caravan in a popular tourism area of Sweden, experiencing leaking awnings, heatwaves and car bumps. But as campsite neighbours came and left, I became more interested in those who stayed put in caravans that were not moved. How could a leisure form so associated with mobility express itself in these apparently static ways?

The choice of the national contexts was no coincidence. From a few years as a Norwegian in my neighbouring country I had come to be fascinated with the Swedish obsession with camping and caravans. Not only was it the country in Europe with most caravans per capita, but television drowned in stereotyping series about camping people and their campsite lives. When I on the other hand decided to spend the summer and winter on the Mediterranean coast of Spain, it came from the initial suggestion that many caravan dwellers from northern Europe go south in the winter months. But, life at Camping Mares, a site I had located through googling and talking to an experienced motorhome traveller, came with additional surprises.

There were also the British ‘permanents’, such as the Welsh couple Gary and Margaret, who lived full-time in a caravan. Like Lucy and John, they had also left the UK with the wish of downsizing and pursuing a different lifestyle and thus sold their house, and invested in a caravan that had already been previously owned and rebuilt on the site during more than ten years. Like the other permanents on the site, Gary and Margaret pay an annual pitch rent of 4,200 Euro that covers services such as water, sewage and cable TV, as well as the use of the campsite’s common areas including the outdoor and indoor pool and sanitary buildings. I spent my first winter on Camping Mares over a stretch of four months during the peak of the European financial crisis in 2010–11. From 2012 to 2017, I revisited the site once a year, with stays varying from four days up to one month. In 2011, I also visited John and Lucy in the UK when they were back to clear their former house. On Camping Mares, I lived in one of the rental mobile homes on the site, hardly ever spending a single day or evening alone, attending patio dinners and parties, outings, quizzes, bingo and cabarets.

The experience of campsite fieldwork was radically different when I for four months in 2011 rented a caravan and kept a seasonal pitch at the Swedish Lake Camping, located within commuting distance from my home in Stockholm.
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