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Editors notes 
 
 
The problem with going to a workshop is all the ideas it generates – in my case it isn’t so much 
the dancing as the research and documentation of aforesaid dancing.   After the last Roy 
Dommett weekend at Exeter hosted by Great Western, I came away with many action points 
linked to Roy’s writings and Morris Matters. 
 
One idea Roy suggested to me some time ago and which I will try to get produced very soon is 
a “Best of Morris Matters” whereby a select few editors can dig out what they consider to be 
among the finest articles in the last 30-plus years.   Partly with this in mind [and also as part 
of a concerted effort on the part of John Lewis, Mike Boston, Barry Honeysett, Jerry West, and 
various others to ensure all Roy’s output over the past 50 years of teaching, filming, talking 
and writing about morris is captured somewhere!] I have been going back through all the old 
issues and checking that my rudimentary index is correct, expanding it a little and I need to 
ask for help.   I have a copy of every MM issued – some are my original copies and some those 
I inherited when I took it over after Volume 9; alas, I have lost a few of my own early copies.   
The only text I have of Volume 5, Number 1 [the image on the front is a Rubik’s cube] is that 
kindly sent to me by Chris Metherell as a photocopy of his own copy.   Does anyone out there 
in their team archive have an original copy they do not want to keep?   I know I have had 
offers of back issues before so it’s a long shot that might just find success.  
 
Looking back over the early issues, I see how many of them were extensively padded out by 
copies of posters – prompted by a comment from Richard Ashe at the time about how dull 
some morris posters were.   It set me wondering, are posters vastly improved now we have so 
much computer technology or are many still hand-produced?  Or do so few people dance at 
pubs now that even morris posters are a dying breed? 
 
I hope you enjoy the broad range of topics in this issue – those teams who have, or aspire to 
have, a fool character in the team should find much food for thought in the article about 
clowning. 
 

 

Morris Matters is published twice a year (January and July) by Beth Neill  

with thanks to Jill Griffiths for proofreading.  

Subscriptions are £6 for two issues (£8 outside EU countries).  

Please make cheques payable to Morris Matters. 

27 Nortoft Road, Chalfont St Peter, Bucks SL9 0LA; phone 01494 871465  

Reviews or other contributions always welcome [beth@neillpoole.co.uk]

 

Stop Press: heard on 25 January  - there may not be an event at Bacup on Easter Saturday 

this year unless the Britannia Coconut Dancers can sort out some training of volunteer 

traffic monitors – I hope someone comes up with the cash to fund it! – Ed. 
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The John Knill Ceremony, St Ives, Cornwall 
 
Overlooking Corvas Bay near St Ives in Cornwall, stands a three-sided obelisk which had been 
intended as a mausoleum for local customs officer and magistrate John Knill, who died in 
1811. In his will, he left a legacy of money on condition that a dance would be performed by 
‘ten virgins’ and ‘two widows’ around his resting place every five years. Not quite Morris, but 
certainly a ceremonial dance of sorts. One needs to investigate! 
 
John Knill was born in Cornwall, in Callington on 1 January 1733. His job as an articled clerk to 
a solicitor in Penzance gave him responsibility for harbour dues and customs money.  
Smuggling was rife. Ships wrecked on the coast were plundered, and John Knill had suspicions 
about many of his neighbours’ activities. He became a Collector of Customs at St. Ives from 
1762-1782 and was made Mayor in 1767 at 34 years of age. He was well respected and 
travelled the roads when they were little more than cart tracks. In his position as Customs 
Officer in St. Ives and London, his advice was sought and he inspected Custom Houses as far 
away as Jamaica. He became a magistrate, was called to The Bar and was Treasurer to the 
Bench of the Inn. He met John Wesley, the engineer John Smeaton, and many eminent people. 
There is a story that John had his mausoleum built high on a hill as a landmark to those at sea 
smuggling goods into St. Ives and that he himself was a smuggler. However, there is no 
evidence of this is, so it could be just gossip spread around by his enemies. Either way, Knill 
became extremely wealthy – enough to have purchased Worvas Hill in 1782 and sanction the 
building of what ought to have been his final resting place. 
 
The mausoleum was built in 1782, and is also known as the Knill Steeple. It comprises a 15 
meters high pyramid of granite some 165 meters above sea-level. The words ‘Resurgam’, the 
coat of arms and motto ‘Nil Desperandum’ are inscribed on one face; the second side ‘I know 
that my Redeemer Liveth’; and the third side with ‘Johannes Knill 1782’. Knill fully expected to 
be buried in his mausoleum as the structure is hollow and contains a stone sarcophagus. 
However, he died in London on 29 March 1811 and was buried at St Andrew, Holborn, church. 
This was bombed in the Second World War, resulting in his body being exhumed and reburied 
at the South London Metropolitan Cemetery. Thus, ironically, his mausoleum remains 
unoccupied and denied its original purpose.  
 
In his will written in 1797, Knill left money for the upkeep of his 
obelisk and also £25 for celebrations to take place every five 
years on St. James’s Day (25 July). He directed that £10 should 
be spent on a dinner, and that ten young girls dressed in white 
should walk in procession with music, from the Market House to 
the monument, around which the whole party was to dance and 
sing the hundredth psalm.  
 
The sums of money cited have since been updated by 1000 
percent to their current worth. The money raised originally came 
from tithes, but has since been invested to allow for inflation. 
Originally, of the £25 spent, £10 went to a dinner for the trustees 
plus guests directed to take place at The George and Dragon Inn 
on the Market Place, £5 to the ten girls who had to be daughters 
of either fishermen, tinners or seamen, £1 to the fiddler, £2 to the 
widows, £5 to the ‘man and wife, widower or widow who shall 
raise the greatest family of legitimate children who have reached 
the age of ten years’, £1 for white ribbon for breast knots 
(rosettes), and £1 for a vellum book for the clerk to the trustees 
to record the proceedings. 
 
 
 
 

Photo: Doc Rowe 
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In fact, John Knill was still alive when he witnessed his first ‘commemoration’ on 25 July 1801, 
and its format then together with the reading of his 1797 deed, remains the template today, 
the last occasion being in 2011 when it was held for the 43rd time. Knill appointed three 
trustees (the customs officer, vicar and mayor) to ensure that the ceremony be carried out 
every 5 years. The will called for a fiddler to lead dancing around the Knill Steeple, with the 
dancers being girls, all under 10 years of age and daughters of fishermen, seamen or tinners.  
The girls are always accompanied by two widows, likewise of fishermen, seamen or tinners. 
The trustees fulfil their duty in ensuring that the ceremony, which is today organised on behalf 
of the trustees by St Ives Town Council, takes place. 
 
In 2011, the participants in the ceremony were the mayor, Ron Tulley, in civic regalia, vicar 
Rev. Andrew Gough and uniformed customs officer Trevor Brookes each as trustees, with 
master of ceremonies Harding Laity in grey top hat and tail coat, in his ninth Knill Ceremony. 
The Fiddler was John Care dressed in red coat and Georgian period costume acting in his 
eleventh ceremony, having taken over the role from his grandfather. The ten little girls were 
Emily Wedge, Molly Cross, Freya Perkin, Piper Quick, Lamorna Pascoe, Bridget Wells, Felicity 
Wells, Courtney Wood, Lucy Rushton and Lulu Godfrey.  Supporting the ten girls were reserve 
dancers Rebekah Couch and Lois Murt. The widows were Mrs Lavade Wedge and Mrs Amy 
Matthews. 
 
As I was only reminded of the custom on a recent holiday there, I am reliant on YouTube 
offerings to comment on the day’s progress. The ceremony started at 10 a.m. outside the 
Guildhall in the town’s Street Au Pol in front of a large audience, some holding printed booklets 
– souvenir programmes of the day’s events. A locked iron chest is publicly opened and the will 
read. The money awards are made there and then to those people represented in the will. A 

procession then formed and, this being the 
twenty-first century when everything has to 
be ‘instant’, progressed down to St Andrew’s 
Street to the Market Place, then up the High 
Street to Tregenna Hill to a series of mini-
buses to take everyone from the Malakoff to 
the foot of Worvas Hill. At the hill itself, 
entertainment was provided by local music 
group Bagas Porthia who played overtures for 
informal dancing for the spectators in an area 
which had already been cleared by the 
Steeple Woodland Group. The girls 
performing the ‘dance’ had already been 
coached by staff at the local infants’ school. 
 
 

 
Announcements are made, and the dancing commences to the Furry Dance tune (as at 
Helston), otherwise known as ‘John the Bone’. The dance is similar to the Helston Furry Dance: 
eight steps promenade in pairs, followed by eight bars circle clockwise in pairs, the widows 
usually being accompanied by male consorts. The videos show some of the girls circling in 
pairs, with others in triplets (the others either being obscured from view, or departed in the 
interim). There is also a step which the girls have been taught, as some are shown to be 
getting on to the correct foot at times. Also, there is a definite one-two-three-hop per 
evolution. The Old Hundredth is then sung accompanied on violin, and the trustees declare the 
will affirmed, after which the ceremonial party depart back to the buses. 
 
If, like me, you are unable to visit St Ives for the occasion – the next chance being in July 
2016 – then the best substitute is a visit to the town museum situated on ‘The Island’ to the 
north of the town in Wheal Dream. There are four boards holding static displays of 
photographs and memorabilia. The earliest is a cutting from the St Ives Weekly Summary & 
Visitors List of 1871 describing the event written by Penrose journalist John Jope Rogers. The 
earliest contemporary account is from 1891 when the fiddler was a Thomas Curnow, and the 

Photo: Doc Rowe 
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widows were a Mrs Stoneman and a Mrs Barber. The cutting from 1901 states that the dance 
tune that year was ‘The Girl I Left Behind Me’ played twenty times without stopping, whilst the 
party processed three times around the monument. It is stated there that the widows were 
partnered by men. In 1906, the ‘Furry Dance’ tune was used, presumably having been 
published after Kate Moss had visited Helston in 1900. There are also further newspaper 
accounts for the years 1911 and 1916 on display, a sash worn by Janie Martin from 1926, the 
widows’ rosettes from 1956 and 1961 worn by Mrs Margaret Curnow, photographs going back 
to 1976, and the souvenir programme from 1991. 
 
It is difficult to see how one might progress in finding more about the history of the Knill 
ceremony without it becoming all-consuming. Newspaper studies, obviously; and interviewing 
some of the known participants if they can be identified. The comparison must be drawn with 
the Furry Dance from Helston, which is only 20 kilometers from St Ives – not the only town or 
village in the South-West to have a Furry dance (Lympstone in Devon has had one since at 
least the late 1920s, and a reference to another is found at Grampound in Cornwall). However, 
the reported switch from ‘The Girl I Left Behind Me’ as the processional tune in 1911 begs the 
question: ‘Was the dance any different before then as well?’ It is foolhardy to suggest that the 
dance didn't change from year to year. A photograph taken in 1921 shows the girls holding 
one metre long 'tutti poles' (cf Hungerford hocktide celebrations) and holding hands in pairs, 
so the YouTube (RTM) 'notation' gleaned above from 2006 may serve to mislead. 
 
Genealogical studies could be used, but realistically only in identifying the fiddlers used over 
the years who may recall any changes to the custom. John Care (born 1940) has done the job 
now since 1961 – his grandfather did so ‘before’ him. Thomas Curnow (1869-1920) was that 
grandfather and could be profiled. The census returns tells us his father was a fisherman living 
at The Warren on the southern edge of the town, so one wonders whether any newspaper 
obituary would say much – but I’m often surprised when they do. He married a Catherine Care 
in 1906 which reinforces the family connection with John Care. Logically speaking, that leaves 
one or more fiddlers who need to be identified between 1916 and 1956 to bridge that gap. 
Identifying the school teachers who taught the dance may be helpful – but not going back to 
1911 or earlier, unless an entry exists in the school log book. Did I say all-consuming?  
 
George Frampton 

December 2012 

 
 
References: 
Brian Stevens (ed), St Ives Museum (2004: St Ives) 
Cyril Noall, The Story of St Ives (2002: Redruth, Tor Mark) 
Lena & Donald Bray, St Ives Heritage (1992; Truro, Landfall Publications) 
Douglas Williams, Festivals of Cornwall (1987: Bodmin, Bossiney Books) 
http://www.btinternet.com/~ptaffs/knillmon/knill.html 
http://www.stives-cornwall.co.uk/st-ives-history-2.html 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Knill 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VUFk1Yto5E4 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0ZiJmv2utSs 
 
 
Thanks to Doc Rowe for photos from his archive – these are from about 30 years ago. 
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OBITUARY of IVOR ALLSOP - Sword Dancer 
 

Ivor Allsop was born on 1 August 1930 in Sheffield and died on 2 November 2012.  He was 
cremated in Grenoside on 19 November 2012 with a celebration in the style that he would 
have loved.  Over 300 people were there, commemorating Ivor with longsword dancing, 
music, singing and personal and heartfelt memories of Ivor and his wife, Joyce.  Messages 
have poured in from sword dancers around the world acknowledging the far-reaching nature of 
his expertise in all things to do with the Yorkshire longsword dance.  He was an inspiration to 
many.   
 
He first danced as a teenager with the Woodcraft Folk, then joined Sheffield Teachers’ Folk 
Dance Club, before he started his teaching career in the 1950s.  He met Joyce Haylet at the 
Club and they married in 1952.  He was recruited to dance with Handsworth Sword dancers, 
which began his long association with and love of longsword dancing.  After attending a 
longsword workshop at Whitby Folk Festival in 1968, he was invited to join a new team, 
Barnsley Longsword, which became his long-term passion, continuing until his death.   
 
In 1978 Ivor was elected Squire of The Morris Ring and his ever-growing collection of sword 
dance material became an integral part of the Morris Ring archive.  He amassed the biggest 
stand-alone sword archive and was still on record as the Keeper of the Sword Dance Archive at 
the time of his death.   
 
It was this archiving activity that first caused his path to cross with the Morris Federation (MF) 
in the early 1990s.  MF had built up a modest collection of documents, books, tapes and 
photographs, and combined forces with the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library at the English 
Folk Dance & Song Society and The Morris Ring to form the Morris Archive Group, or MAG as it 
was known.  MAG lasted from 1991 to 1997 and had a distinguished list of attendees.  Ivor 
was one of these and brought enthusiasm, knowledge and affability to the group.  As the 
project continued, it became apparent that, although Ivor was very comfortable with the mix 
of male and female dancers in the group, he was on less than friendly terms with the rapidly 
expanding world of computer technology.  MAG tried hard to establish a reference database 
(remember this was 20 years ago) but despite everyone’s best efforts, this project never quite 
made it to fruition and the dogged support for more traditional methods of indexing won the 
day.   
 
He taught many workshops, including in the USA at Pinewoods in 1985 and 1988.  His 
teaching resulted in major changes in longsword dancing in the USA, as it demonstrated that 
longsword did not have to be slow and genteel, but could be powerful and danced at a fast 
pace.   
 
EFDSS awarded Ivor the Society’s Gold Badge in 1995, in recognition of his contribution and 
dedication to longsword dancing.   His seminal book, “Longsword Dances from Traditional and 
Manuscript Sources” (edited by Tony Barrand and published in 1996), is unique and remains 
the key source of reference information on this type of traditional dance.   He was involved in 
the Sword Dance Union from its start in 2005. 
 
Ivor was always enthusiastic to talk to his friends about his life’s work in longsword dancing 
with his questioning mind frequently aiding lively debates and abetting controversy that came 
to light during the course of the MAG meetings.  Most of all, he was always to be found at 
sword dance events adding to the great sociability of our rich cultural heritage.  Ivor will be 
sorely missed, but thanks to him there are longsword notations for all to follow, articles to 
read and a healthy longsword dance community. 
 
Sue Swift and Sally Wearing 

December 2012 
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The Art of Clowning 
 
You can not simply put on make-up and a costume and dash around and expect people to see 
you as a clown. Nor is the clown a way of using up surplus or poor dancers. Clowning is a 
serious art form and should be approached in a disciplined and systematic manner. Untrained 
clowns can at best be embarrassing and at worst a menace. When with the morris a clown is a 
link between the audience and the dancers and sometimes vice versa, as for example in 
making the environment right to bring members of the audience, especially children, as 
volunteers into the show. The interaction with the audience is key. Unlike in any other 
performing art, the clown can acknowledge and work with the audience directly. If a morris 
clown is not prepared to interact, then they are dressed as the wrong character in support of 
the morris. 
 
A good clown needs “presence” but at the same time is to appear “open” to the audience. This 
means letting the audience know what they are thinking and feeling, reacting and interacting 
with the crowd and responding to individuals in the audience. The clown’s response must 
appear genuine and consistent with them being a larger-than-life performer. Thus the clown’s 
behaviour is not just restricted to rehearsed acts. If you are expressive, open and 
communicative then you can reach and touch something deep in the individuals that make up 
the crowd, so this is the ultimate objective in developing the clown skills. The involvement with 
the audience puts the clown on the crowd’s side with regard to the show and this has to be 
understood and tolerated by the rest of the performers. 
 
The first main step in learning to clown is to discover the clown character that works best for 
you, the one that you are comfortable with and which is both funny and believable. The second 
step is to use and integrate any skills you have to represent and serve your clown character. 
Just being very large or small can be exploited. You do not play for laughs as does a comic, 
you let them arise naturally from the character. You should want laughs at the character not at 
you. You are no more the persona of your clown than is an actor the character in a play. 
Without presenting a clear character it is all too easy to confuse or even intimidate an 
audience. As not everything can be spontaneous, much of what is done needs to be worked 
up. To do this one evolves a style of one’s own. To be successful the clown character needs 
this consistency and it should not just be a ragbag of other people. 
 
One must separate the ideas of “image” which consists of costume, make-up and overall 
appearance and “character” which is the personality being expressed. Your image projects 
your character and helps express the kinds of things your character does. This could be 
summarised in a descriptive combination like,  
Young, shy and silly, 
Overlarge, goofy and very exaggerated, 
Grumpy, fed up, but with a bubbly foolish child buried inside. 
 
The first exercise is to try some simple every day activities in the style of 
a possible character to find which has possibilities for you.  
 
Appearance 
The costume has to fit the character. There are four common modes of dress seen on morris 
fools: 
 
1. Smock and Hat, probably worn over a normal morris kit. It has the advantage of being able 
to disappear by just slipping it off. Such a help when walking around on your own; 
 
2. Medieval Jester or Circus Clown, with decorated face so it cannot disappear; 
 
3. Man-Woman, dressed in clothes of the opposite sex, sometimes the kit of a rival team; 
 
4. Top hat and tailed coat, appearing well dressed but having seen better times. 
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The possibilities are endless but it is wise to avoid some of the grotesque get-ups seen at 
carnivals if any rapport with the crowd is to be achieved. Grotesque must be classed with 
animals not clowns. The usual requirement on a costume is looseness. It is often made more 
effective by being very colourful. Coats are often seen covered with buttons and badges which 
themselves help provide talking points.  There is an important point about face make-up. The 
circus clown emphasises mouth and eyes to look friendly, but it is quite possible by heavy 
make-up about the eyes to look frightening. 
 
Roles 
What you do has to fit in with the opportunities that a performance of the morris allows. The 
morris fool is expected to fill a number of roles in support of the morris show.  Some that 
require clowning are, 
 
1 Give entertainment; 
 
2. Fill the gaps between dances; 
 
3. Cover up mistakes and accidents; 
 
4. Demonstrate skills; 
 
and the following which may not involve clowning but for which the character may be better 
able or better placed to do compared with anyone else, eg to save time, 
 
5. Announcing; 
 
6. Collecting money; 
 
7. Giving out and collecting the implements; 
 
8. Dancing in the set as a straight man; 
 
9. Controlling traffic and crowds. 
 
The interaction with members of the crowd comes from directing the clowning at someone, so 
it becomes “at the expense of” meaning it interferes with in some way. 
 
Causing amusement can be, 
 
1. at the expense of the dancers e.g. by following close behind and mimicking; 
 
2. at the expense of the leader  e.g. makìng faces or contradicting commands; 
 
3. by trying to get involved with the dance and probably failing e.g. trying to copy steps; 
 
4. at the expense of the musicians e.g. winding them up with an imaginary key; 
 
5. at the expense of an individual in the crowd  e.g. hit someone who is looking the other 
   way with a bladder to make them jump; 
 
6. by using a rehearsed routine which may or may not need props e.g. borrow a bicycle or             
    Pram; 
 
7. by a target of opportunity that catches one’s eye e.g. use of a road sign. 
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To do this the clown must be following all that is going on, all the time that the role is needed. 
The clown has also to learn when to do nothing and when not to be within the audience’s 
attention. 
 
General Policy 
Any clown uses movement, cartoonlike imagery, costume, control of pace, sometimes words, 
sounds and skills, and, most important of all, a specific character to make people laugh. They 
can make stupid mistakes, trip and fall down, not see obvious solutions to simple problems, 
fight for silly reasons and generally make fools of themselves. People laugh not only because 
of the content and style of clowning but also because we all experience embarrassing and 
awkward situations in which we feel foolish and everyone makes mistakes from time to time.  
 
The clown exaggerates human behaviour so it is not unreasonable that they can go to crazy, 
absurd or outrageous lengths to achieve what they want. However a clown is still supposed to 
be a person, not an animal or creature, and should avoid any distorted or weird characteristics 
which would not fit the spirit of the clown.  
                                                                                                                 
The clown projects attitudes by means of expression with the entire body. You are funnier if 
you can work with physical movements and much more interesting to watch. Exaggerate 
emotions, intentions, reactions and activities and the audience will understand more readily 
what is going on. The audience should not be able to say, “What’s that, and what are they 
doing?” 
 
The second exercise is to stand in front of a mirror and try and work up some exaggerated 
facial and body expressions that indicate particular emotions or intentions. It is surprising how 
difficult this is at first.  
 
Technique 
It requires practice to become a good clown. The working up can not be approached with any 
feeling of embarrassment especially during any practice session. One has to work on 
exaggerating movements and on using the whole body. Other performers have to be carefully 
observed and analysed rather than just noticed. 
 
Good sources to watch are the old silent comic movies on TV. Lessons have to be picked up 
from acting, especially with regard to the size of gestures. Beginner clowns tend to move 
around too much with fast, fussy movements. When you express an idea, emotion or  
intention, do it as efficiently as possible, cut out the unnecessary movement and make sure 
that the ones included are clear and carefully timed.                                                                               
 
“Centering” is a procedure for promoting, before a performance, self awareness, mixed with 
naturalness, preparedness, mental relaxation and openness to the audience. Before you start, 
follow a discipline to energise by warming-up exercises, relaxing and clearing the mind.  A 
strong centre frees you to extend yourself physically and to be a little outrageous. Rehearsal 
and performance build up confidence.  Concentration helps one to relax and be less self 
conscious. Acting techniques require concentration and focusing and this plus your imagination 
working on the possibilities around you will reduce awkward feelings. Clowning is to be played 
to its fullest and enjoyed. 
 
A clown walk helps express the absurdity of the clown. The walk can be identifiable, stylised 
and can be used frequently. The clown‘s props will be mostly things borrowed or picked up, 
like morris sticks or umbrellas. A woman’s felt hat can be a good prop as it can be used in 
expressing many emotions or to symbolise a range of objects. It can be a friend, enemy, toy, 
obstacle, handkerchief, steering wheel, weapon, gift, symbol of wealth or poverty, pillow etc. 
The clown needs a grin, especially for naughty behaviour or the occasional obscene gesture. 
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A key concept is that the clown plays to the audience one person at a time. A second or so to 
each will produce more rapport than a long session of stand-up comic routine. The individual in  
the crowd is important. Playing to the crowd is distancing oneself, like being on TV. Remember 
that they also have an expectation of what a clown should do, which will be a mixture of all the 
comic and clowning things they have experienced in their lives. 
 
An “attitude” is a frozen pose, or snapshot, held in the middle of an action. As it is expressing 
something that you are wanting or waiting for the audience to catch, it is not a relaxation but a 
holding. Particular examples are the “take” when reacting with a frozen attitude or facial 
expression, usually to something surprising or unusual. Then there is the “slow burn” when 
slowly expressing something like being about to burst open or burn up with rage.  
 
The clown must motivate the actions to make the character believable. Otherwise it is aimless 
and pointless to the crowd and a destructive interference with the show. After a lot of 
experience it may become instinctive but initially it is important to think about and plan what 
is done. 
 
Routines 
A sort of organised series of actions with a beginning and an end is a “routine”. Each routine 
has an objective which is the motivation. “Actions” and “activities” translate the routine into 
movement. Activities are sub-actions or things done to support an action. A routine can be 
divided into “beats” like paragraphs in writing, each containing an idea   The character must be 
maintained through a routine. When not the centre of attention, the clown may also have to 
invent business just to provide an excuse to be in view.  The end result of a routine has to be 
funny and if it is a fall or other action that could appear to cause a hurt, then the clown must 
appear unhurt at the end.   
 
The beginning and end of a routine are key points. One needs a good first impression if the 
audience is to be attentive and responsive.  A clown should have a personal symbolic “hello”.  
Entrances and exits should be strong, emphatic and simple. An exit after a surprise ending is 
called a “blow off”. One must ensure that there is a reason for the entrance and exit. Possible 
excuses for coming on are, to escape from someone else, to look for something like a dog, to 
swat a fly, or to wander in innocently not realising what is going on. To exit you have to leave 
the audience’s attention area or otherwise indicate that you have dropped out of the action.  
The ring around a morris team is difficult to work in as the audience is on all sides.  
 
Good ideas are easily forgotten so should be noted down. Each routine is flexible and the 
performer needs to experiment with all its possibilities.  Do not do anything which you are 
unhappy about, there will always be plenty of other possibilities. Also try not to repeat good 
ideas too often and make them stale. When working in front of an audience try and work out 
why they laughed, or why they did not, if you can. Perhaps you will need another person to 
help you make these post mortems. Take the work seriously, but do not intellectualise too 
much, have fun and be spontaneous and remember that the next time will always be a little 
different. The more you rehearse and the more you know what you are doing, the easier it is 
to play with the act and experiment. What makes each performance different is the changing 
crowd, as anyone who has played in a stage show or pantomime will know, each with its own 
rapport and different leads. 
 
Exercises 
Only elementary stunts can be sorted out live with a crowd so there is a need to develop 
oneself using exercises. Simple things to try are, freezing, switching from one attitude to 
another, the walk, entrances, how to appear and disappear from attention, stylised 
movements, openness and vulnerability, what character you are, mimes, concentrating and 
the creation of a routine. “As if” is a significant phrase, you do things AS IF certain conditions, 
usually imaginary ones, are affecting you.  Try behaving as if you want to be loved, to be 
accepted, to be allowed to join in, to inflict embarrassment. It is very difficult to do at first but 
persist. You will find that you need a special approach geared to certain types in the 
audiences, like babies, children or pretty girls. In workshops or other places where you 



Morris Matters                       Volume 32   Number 1                              January 2013 

 11

practise with others avoid being a “prat”, that is, letting your embarrassment or nervousness 
get in the way of what you should be doing, so that you are stupid, not constructive. Stunts or 
tricks or routines which work with one team may not for another so it is not sufficient just to 
slavishly copy someone else‘s routines; there must be an understanding and an appreciation of 
the why and wherefore.  
 
One tries to stay in the character, but this can not be maintained when chatting seriously. Be 
prepared to explain your costume and role. Try and drop into the background for such 
moments. The clown is not restricted to c1owning. 
 
Experience suggests that fooling must not be too choreographed with the dancing — this is the 
role of the animal - and it does cut across the link role with the audience. An exception is the 
Tommy and Betty of the Rapper who even have integral parts in the dance. Clowns should not 
be foolish and stupid. They should be sensitive to whoever is being the “straight man” whether 
the team leader or a member of the crowd. The clown jokes to relieve tension and is not the 
character who can be dangerous or frightening that creates tension. It might be just possib1e 
to have a character like the villain of Victorian melodrama whose overacting makes him comic 
and not frightening, but that would seem out of style with the Cotswold Morris. 
 
Traditional gags are not very good guides on what is acceptable to do as they come from a 
time when humour was more inclined to horseplay. The fool near Stow who wore a padlock 
and chain instead of a watch would, when asked the time by someone who thought they were 
going to take a rise out of the clown, hit the questioner over the head with the padlock saying 
“just struck one”. 
 
No matter how many of the audience are to be the recipients of a stunt or routine, the action 
has to be “staged” so that the audience can “focus” on it. The speed and rhythm of the action 
and hence its effectiveness depend on “timing”, all of which helps you to sell the routine. 
 
Some routines include “falls” which must be practised. It is wise to start on a cushioned 
surface. Before you try a fall do a warm-up to minimise the risk of hurting yourself. You use 
your hands to slap the floor both to create the sound of falling and to break the fall. The arms 
must be bent a little at the elbow on touching so that there is give - it is rigidity that leads to 
broken bones. The rest of the fall is achieved by landing on something soft (buttocks) and 
rolling. But remember at the end to look unhurt, even if you are hurt, by grinning, moving 
immediately or jumping up. 
 
Slapstick or fights require simulated blows which do not actually connect for which the receiver 
claps their hands to provide the noise of the slap or punch and jerks the supposedly hit part 
away. 
 
With care one can have a stooge in the audience who becomes the innocent victim of a routine 
but it must become clear that the recipient is part of the act before it is over or the crowd will 
be alienated. 
 
In general the morris clown has as a potential partner anyone around, and the other dancers, 
the leader or the other character can be involved in preplanned activity. These you slap, trick, 
fight, outdo, outsmart, and develop a comic relationship with — but if you are on your own you 
have to make props, real or imaginary, do this for you. Props may be wayward, defective or 
break, you may use them improperly or they have a mind of their own. You create a 
personality for props by treating them like people, love them, get angry with them or throw 
them around.  
 
You can use the audience, ask them how to solve something, or get someone to help you, and 
get them to applaud or boo when you want it. 
 
Bladder work can be useful but it is not important. Dancers do not appreciate it and it can 
encourage children to become a nuisance. 
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Creation of Routines 
It may be useful to have a check list for one’s first attempts. 
 

Structure 

 
Beginning - stylised opening, usually an entrance 
 
Meeting - meet another clown, dancer or object, usually involving “discovery” 
 
Conflict - the persons and things interact and there is a conflict 
 
Resolution - brìng to a point when it can no longer be dealt with on the arena so it is rested,     
usually in a unique or funny way 
 
Exit - usually a chase and also stylised. 
 

Content 

 
Mimicry –just that 
 
Discovery - moments of discovery are important and one takes one’s time over them 
 
Trickery - outsmarting or use of a gimmick 
 
Stupidity -making mistakes, not seeing the obvious, bumping into things, trip, forget and. 
cause accidents 
 
Slap/Blow— may be more to the clown’s ego than physical 
 
Fall - ultimate in blows, especially for an authority figure, may follow a series of blows or slaps. 
 
Surprise - major one should be with the ending 
 

Process 

 

Notebook - ideas and observations 
 
Explorations - improvise variations on the idea 
 
Outline - write it out, make some decisions about good routines – the nearest there is to a 
script 
 
Rehearse - practise and explore 
 
Polish - clean it up, work on timing 
 
Test it - then rework! 
 
Examples 
It is an interesting experience at a workshop to ask someone to suggest something that should 
be “funny” and then get them to do it with a dancing set.  Most times it is not funny. 
 
The same thing happens in a club when the characters are asked to work up some business 
the team is often well off without it. The fun must grow out of the activity, its absurdity, 
outrageousness or unexpectedness. 
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What works for me? My character is aggressive, determined to be one up and large! Being 
large the others are cautious in how they retaliate. Here are some of the things I would do. 
 

� Tag onto the end of the set during the dance, follow it for a while and then cheerfully 
sail off the wrong way at some time. 
 

� Watch the steps with amazement, slide off to the edge for a quiet practice and come 
back and do it wrong. 
 

� Run in with a stick, especially if it is a handkerchief dance, while it is forming up but 
eventually find that there is no place available. 
 

� Pass through the set in a stick dance but escape just before the stick clashing. 
 

� Stand where the set has to pass, e.g. in Black Joke, Adderbury and just move in time, 
or then again do not. 
 

� Use two sticks and try to do both sides of the stick tapping and get into a mess. 
 

� Use a stick to make the team jump over it during rounds. 
 

� Dance up the middle of the set at the end of the dance to take all the glory. 
 

� Get involved in one of the fights in Swaggering Boney, either by helping one corner, 
getting caught between the two corners, pushing a reluctant corner forward, jump in 
too far so that there is a collision from which one of you bounces off. 
 

� Take a rest in the middle of the set, say in rounds. 
 

� Chase after the leapers in Leapfrog, either never getting to leapfrog, or threatening to 
go over in the wrong direction, or just bladdering bottoms. 
 

� Comment loudly on the leader’s announcements or just be personal, and polish their 
shoes with a handkerchief (theirs if you can) when you have been naughty. 
 

� Terrify the music, threaten to tighten the accordion straps, pass a handkerchief under 
the fingers, blindfold them or wind them up with a pretend key, tie their bells together, 
all because they can not do anything back to you while playing. 
 

There is some general advice. Do not continuously interrupt as the clown is only part of the 
morris. Beware of what is done with the animal otherwise children will copy it and make life a 
misery. 
 
There is very little helpful literature for clowns. I found, “Clown for Circus and Stage”☺ by Mark 
Stolzenberg, Sterling Publishing Co. New York 1983, distributed in the UK by Blandford Press, 
very inspiring. 
 
Roy Dommett 

Circa 1985 

 

 

                                                
☺ This book  is still available – I found several copies were offered on a well known shopping website – Ed. 
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Roy Dommett Workshop:  October 2012 

 
The phoenix of Wantage workshops lives on.  I attended the “last Wantage workshop” in 
Spring 2005(?).  Then, after the great, Great Western 40th anniversary weekend in 2010, Roy 
Dommett persuaded himself to come out of retirement to run a morris workshop hosted by the 
inimitable, aforementioned Great Western.  This was so enjoyable for all concerned (including 
Roy) that he decided to do another in the M25 zone (October 2011), yet another back in 
Devon (October 2012) and a final one (April 2013 – details below). 
 
So, what happened this October?   This workshop focused on various loose ends – on the 
Friday night we covered some border dances from Dawley (now absorbed into Telford) and 
Steeple Claydon then heard the first of Roy’s talks in which he gave us a potted autobiography 
of how he combined the joys of morris in all its forms (dancing, filming, collecting, reading 
about it) with the life of a rocket scientist.  For those new to his sessions it must be quite a 
powerful sense of recent history to be hearing about his talking to the people that met the 
original dancers from whom Sharp and others collected the dances that we all do with some 
variations…. 
 
We then moved on to do some Bampton to novel tunes – the familiar sidestep & half hey 
dance to “She Loves you”, to “Alexander’s Ragtime Band” and to “Chattanooga Choo Choo”.  
Again there was a point – modern tunes are written in a different pattern (length of bars in a 
phrase) so we had to work out how to fill the extra time. At this stage mention must be made 
of the “band” who were superb in their renditions of anything they were asked to play, 
transposing, altering timing, notating tunes that were played or hummed to them five minutes 
beforehand. Thank you, Bob Dunlop, Dave Hubbard, Clive Du’Mont and Mary Goddard.  
 
We did so well, he started Badby on Friday night rather than keep it all for Saturday. 
 
Saturday was more Badby, including a very silly Sailors’ Hornpipe. This was interspersed with 
a talk about the collectors and where the problems lay – how did they notate what they saw?  
Also he made the point that Cecil Sharp had firm views about what he thought happened in 
some dances and he could therefore present a skew interpretation of them.  Roy owned up to 
being responsible for much of the material in the “Black Book” but said that with the passing of 
time (almost 40 years…) he has been able to reevaluate a lot of the traditions and his revised 
notes on them are, or will be, available.  
 
He then ran through a fairly eclectic set of possible links to the morris – carnival, moors and 
mumming.   We moved on to Adderbury – and had a chance to air our voices (just like being 
at the panto – the words went up on a slide on the stage) in the choruses.  It was entertaining 
watching people try to clash sticks and not hit one another while also reading and singing the 
words.   The “respite” talk now moved on to the history of clubs and organisations (this was 
respite for the dancers and musicians, not for Roy who was on the go, albeit from a 
wheelchair, from 10 am till 10 pm!). 
 
Now we all watched a series of clips on YouTube of Wilson, Keppel and Betty – difficult to 
describe; far better if you search on their names and watch a YouTube clip dating back to a 
popular music hall act from the 1930s. Suffice to say the Sand Dance has several original 
moves and we were tasked in our groups of six to reproduce the dance – or elements thereof.    
There was, as always, an underlying message which was, how well do you observe dances!?  
The prize was awarded to “Bathsheeba and the Loofers, the Pyramids of Success”, their 
rendition was seen as most authentic although I don’t think Quinton Cumbes really enjoyed 
the reprise as he was dragged along the floor for a second time. 
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We then jumped around a bit – a lesson Roy brings out every time in case anyone hasn’t 
thought about gravity and how it takes less time to come down than to go up!   This is where a 
good musician can break the rhythm to allow extra time for going up.  This was followed by 
Brackley with lots of jumps and capers and a talk about other fringe elements like Matachin 
and Bedlam. 
 
On Sunday we learnt Juniper Hill, a tradition Roy had invented in homage to Flora Thompson’s 
Lark Rise to Candleford, which had some challenging stick choruses.  This was followed by a 
discussion about the future of morris – concerns about how to recruit young people (or any 
people) – and where do we dance now that pubs have all become eateries?  What was 
apparent was that some areas are able to sustain new teams and offer “tourism” opportunities 
while other areas appear to be unaware of, or uninterested in, the traditional dance form on 
their doorstep.  The consensus seemed to be that young people in the morris are well able to 
access the information that is out there and that many seem to be trying everything out – 
some of them dancing in five or more teams!  So from that point of view, the future is fairly 
secure. 
 
We wound up, with lots of ideas to take back to our teams – and thoughts of the next one 
bubbling under……. 
 
Beth Neill 

October 2012 

 
 
…….which leads nicely on to: the next one will be a workshop on “modern morris” – to 
celebrate Roy having spent 50 years teaching and 60 years dancing (and attaining 80 years of 
age).  He plans to look at modern morris – he has been running workshops to look at all the 
“Black Book” Cotswold traditions and this is his way of winding up these. He’s covered the 
past, now we are looking to the future – he will be taking a look at invented traditions, maybe 
with the help of some relevant teams, and/or new interpretations; mixed in with a bit of 
history, politics, geography, physics etc while people rest between dance sessions.    
 
This was to have been an advert for the workshop but it got so popular, it’s full!  Hiowever, I 
am taking waiting list names, so if you are really keen let me know.  Dates are 26 to 28 April 
2013 and venue Hawley Activity Centre – near J4 of M3. 
 
Contact me on beth@neillpoole.co.uk 
 
 

And now a question from Roy: 

 

 

The Daily Telegraph of Saturday 12 January in its Review section recommended the programme, “The 

Way of the Morris” shown on Sky Arts 1 on Monday 14 January with “a revealing and engaging paean to 

a quaint, if a little embarrassing, long-lived English tradition”. Why does this attitude exist? Surely it 

is not the dances, although the variety offered makes each team appear unique. Is it the way in which 

the dancers dress? Is it the manner in which they behave? Do the spectators still maintain relics of 

Victorian values, or is there ignorance due to a modern lack of exposure to ethnic activities? Are we 

still suffering from the public attitudes generated by performances between the wars? Or is it 

ignorance because they are seen but once a year? It is important that we debate this, as the future of 

the morris may depend on it. 
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One Day at the Sage… 
 
What a day it was.  Saturday 6 October 2012 was a sword extravaganza (with added clog 
stepping), incorporating: 
 

� North-East Rapper Tournament (junior and main competition) 
� Sword Dance Union (SDU) Longsword Tournament (youth and main competition) 
� launch of the EFDSS’s book “Rapper: the Miners’ Sword Dance of North-East England” 

by Phil Heaton and the DVD set “Rapper: History of the Miners’ Sword Dance of North-
East England” by Garland Films  

� presentation of EFDSS Gold Badge to champion Co. Durham clog dancer Jackie Toaduff 
� ‘One Night in Gateshead’ – a show of the dance traditions of the North-East: Clog and 

Sword.   
 
If you add to that list the warm up spots for both the rapper and longsword competitions at a 
number of venues (including the magnetic Central Bar only five minutes’ walk from the Sage), 
the Northern Counties Clog Championship and the obligatory late night drinking and party, you 
can see that it was a very full day.  I managed to keep up with almost everything so this 
report is, by necessity, a brief overview of the day. 
 
I started with breakfast at the Cumberland Arms then a very pleasant stroll down through 
sunny Newcastle across the river to Gateshead.  Despite having visited many times for sword 
events, I have never had time to be a tourist.  The walk to the Sage more than whetted my 
appetite for sightseeing in the area. 
 
The dancing kicked off with warm up spots for the rapper competition.  I watched them in the 
Central Bar, during my first visit of the day.  Then back to the Sage for the North East Rapper 
Tournament.  This is a relatively new competition, which is only open to teams from the ‘old’ 
counties of Durham and Northumberland.  The Junior competition was won by Nettlesworth, 
then Newcastle Kingsmen won the Tournament, beating High Spen, Sallyport and Star & 
Shadow.   
 
Time to dash off to the Central Bar again, for the longsword warm up spots and a spot of 
lunch, then back to the Sage for the longsword competition.   I was one of the judges; hard 
work (six categories to mark for each team!) but enjoyable and you do get the best seat in the 
house.   Goathland won the Youth competition, narrowly beating Maltby Nestlings.   
 
The main competition was even closer, as the best two teams tied for top place.  That meant a 
novel end to the competition – a ‘dance off’ between Newcastle Kingsmen and Stone Monkey.  
All three judges unanimously decided that the Kingsmen were the worthy winners.  But Stone 
Monkey won best own dance and musician, with the Kingsmen winning best traditional dance 
and Sallyport taking the audience prize.  
 
If anyone reading this is thinking, “How boring – a longsword competition”, please think again.  
This competition is doing the same for longsword as DERT has for rapper; the dancing and 
music just keep getting better and better.  It really was riveting.     
 
After a quick break, it was time for the launch of Phil Heaton’s rapper book and Chris 
Metherell’s rapper DVD, both of which are reviewed in this edition of Morris Matters.  Aptly, 
this was held at the end of the bar in the Sage, with many words of well-deserved praise and 
appreciation. 
 
Then time for the show.  This one-off rapper and clog concert was hosted by Benny Graham.  
It featured excellent performances, supported by stories and interviews with notable clog and 
rapper dancers.  There was slightly too much talking at times, but the dancing and music 
made up for that, so the overall result was an entertaining evening.    
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That was probably the end of the evening for most people.  But some of us couldn’t resist the 
lure of the Central Bar again, where the victorious Kingsmen drank and sang until it was time 
for the after show party.  I finally made it back to my comfortable bed at the Cumberland at 
about 4 am, happily worn out by a very special day at the Sage. 
 
This was the first time that the longsword and North-East rapper competitions had been held 
on the same day.  With hindsight, combining these with a book launch and an evening show 
was probably too ambitious but it ended up as a great day.  Although it did require a fair bit of 
stamina! 
 

Sally Wearing 

December 2012 

 
 

Book and DVD launch - Rapper Heaven! 
 
The rapper, or short-sword dance, was the speciality of the pitmen of the North-East coalfield 
during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. After the First World War, performances 
became more focused on competition dancing, resulting in the development of a flashier, more 
theatrical style. This trend has been followed through to the twenty-first century, teams still 
regularly competing and developing new material within a traditional framework. 
 

 

DVD review: Rapper - History of the Miners’ Sword Dance of North-East England 

 
This is in two parts: a DVD of 16 archival and modern clips of rapper dances, and a DVD-ROM 
containing details of all the known material from traditional rapper dance locations from the 
North-East.  The blurb on the case says that it collects together for the first time a wealth of 
manuscript and published material, photographs, press cuttings and competition programmes, 
with dance notations illustrated wherever possible by video clips (archival and modern).  It 
also includes histories of teams from the folk revival specialising in rapper, with accompanying 
photographs and video clips.   
 
That description hardly does it justice.  I can’t emphasise enough the huge volume of 
information on the DVD-ROM.  I intended to interrogate it fully for this review, but I have 
really only scratched the surface.  It includes information on all the locations in 
Northumberland and Durham from which sword dances have been recorded, teams (traditional 
and all known revival sides in the UK, USA, Canada and Norway), history, collecting, 
information on the revival, music, figures, play, song, stepping, swords, characters, costume, 
competitions, films, photographs, biographies, terminology and references.  It is a truly 
amazing amount of information; a really impressive resource. 
 
The DVD holds films of some of the traditional rapper teams, dancing in the 1920s and 1930s.  
They are mostly good quality copies, clearly showing the dances.  It also includes some 
modern teams, such as Newcastle Kingsmen, Black Swan and Stone Monkey, all dancing in 
2009.  These provide a curious contrast to the traditional teams, clearly demonstrating how 
the tradition has diversified in some ways, but has become narrower in others.  One striking 
change is in the stepping – this has been standardised over the years, so although there are 
still some variations between teams, there is now nothing like the variety visible in the old 
recordings.   
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The information with the DVDs says that they require Windows XP or above, Mozilla Firefox 
and Adobe Reader.  I don’t use Firefox and I was reluctant to install it, so I tried running it via 
my usual browser, Internet Explorer.  It appeared to work perfectly.  That is no guarantee, of 
course, that it will run on browsers other than Firefox on other computers, but I didn’t need to 
download any new software.  
  
It’s easy to navigate around the DVD-ROM, as each page has an index on the left and 
numerous clearly indicated links to other pages, photographs, films and copies of original 
documents.  It’s very easy to be side-tracked by the tempting links – despite my best 
intentions to systematically review its contents, I’ve already spent a considerable amount of 
time jumping around, picking up multitudes of fascinating facts from the vast array of text, 
pictures, films and documents.   
 
I do have two minor quibbles.  The index on the DVD-ROM is incomplete.  Using Windows 
Explorer to list its contents shows some major categories (e.g. dances, characters, 
terminology) that are missing from the index.  I was able to find some of these through the 
index (e.g. dances are linked to the locations), but I still haven’t managed to find any links to 
the pages on characters (a particular interest of mine, as I am a rapper ‘Betty’).  A site map 
would have been useful, but I recommend using Windows Explorer to supplement the index.   
 
And unfortunately, the sound on some of the films on the DVD was distorted.  It might just be 
on my copy, but it was the same whether I played it on my laptop or DVD player and TV.  But 
ignore my nit-picking; this DVD and DVD-ROM set is essential for anyone who is interested in 
rapper.  Or who might be interested.  Like Phil Heaton’s book (reviewed below), every rapper 
team should have at least one copy.  Garland Films (i.e. Chris Metherell) has pulled together 
an abundance of absorbing material, which is well worth buying.   
 
Sally Wearing 

December 2012 

 
About the producers of the DVD: 
Chris Metherell has an international reputation as a dancer and researcher. He has published numerous 
monographs on clog dancing and has written widely on other traditional dance forms. His company, 
Garland Films, has produced DVDs featuring a wide range of traditional music and dance. He is a visiting 
lecturer at the World Academy of Music and Dance at Limerick University. As well as performing with the 
traditional North-East team High Spen Blue Diamonds for many years, Chris has also been the musician 
for Royal Earsdon Sword Dancers and the award-winning team Short Circuit. 
 
Rhett Krause first started dancing rapper at High School where he learnt from UK émigré Tony Poile. He 
has extensively researched wooden shoe clog dancing in the USA and his publications on the subject are 
well-known on both sides of the Atlantic. He has spent several years tracing the history and development 
of the rapper dance after its arrival in the USA in the early years of the twentieth century. 
 

 

Book Review: Rapper: The Miners’ Sword Dance of North-East England 

 
Rapper is one ceremonial dance form that is regularly covered in this magazine, thanks to the 
ongoing DERT (Dancing England Rapper Tournament) competition. I have to confess that my 
prior knowledge of the subject is scanty – I can scarcely shuffle a pack of cards, never mind 
my feet! However, if you want a world authority on the subject, look no further than this book. 
Whilst intended as a companion to Chris Metherell’s DVD, it stands alone in itself. Its author, 
Phil Heaton is a school teacher living at Draycott in Derbyshire, and the genius behind the 
Stone Monkey sword and rapper dance team, and creator of DERT – originally part of the 
‘Dancing England’ series held in the 1980s at the Derby Assembly Rooms. Originally, he comes 
from Seaham Harbour in County Durham and was a member of Newcastle’s Sallyport rapper 
dancers. This man knows what he’s talking about!  
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If ‘rapper’ is defined as a dance for five people, musician and ancillary figures of Tommy and 
Betty (man-woman character), then the questions to be asked from an historical perspective 
include ‘how does it relate to the greater north-east longsword tradition?’, ‘how did it get to 
this?’ and ‘how or when did it originate if from a separate route/root?’ As the book is sub-titled 
the ‘miners’ dance’, one might ask ‘what was it like before industrialisation?’ Today, a train 
journey northwards from Darlington to Berwick reveals a rural landscape mostly devoid of 
industry except for the region within five-miles of Newcastle city centre. It is difficult to believe 
it was any different, although one might have to return to the 1970s and 80s in surmising how 
the landscape might have changed. 
 
Much of the history is dealt with in the opening chapters. There is no simple linear route 
between rapper’s earliest incident to its modern-day form. However, the path steered imported 
each major change from the agricultural days of begging for largesse from the big houses, 
accompanied by the ‘fool plough’ on Plough Monday and/or the Christmas time mummers play, 
to the fast hell-for-leather competitive spectacle that it has become. For example, even as 
Waterloo was being fought, an identifiable form of ‘sword dance of the colliers’ was extant in 
the north-east at Seaham in County Durham, which was ambivalently described as a ‘slow 
circular procession’, with the suggestion that some kind of decapitation was involved (cf. as at 
Grenoside). Although at Hartlepool a year later, sword dancers acted some kind of plough 
play. By 1834, this had settled down to a play by six actors, two of which are the squire and 
his son, with four more taking the parts of sailors, culminating in a dance to the jig tune ‘Kitty 
Kitty Bo Bo’.  
 
There had to be influences in its evolution. The transition from agricultural landscape to 
industrial was one, requiring an immigrant workforce from Ireland and elsewhere (even 
Essex!) who brought with them their own music and culture. The Newcastle music hall was key 
to its development. No sooner had the nascent rapper had a toe-hold, or in some cases clog-
hold, so did the demands for excellence – to ensure placement within the nightly programme. 
Thus rapper was to become competitive, with kudos and awards at stake. Technology was all 
important, as the tensile strength and thinness of the steel used in the swords was vital to the 
effect to which they were used.  
 
Musicians then, as they are today, divide into two camps: those who play by ear, and those 
who can read music. Recognising this – together with the influence of Irish music in the 
locality – the series ‘Kerr’s Collections of Merry Melodies’ first published in Glasgow in 1874 
became sources for dance tunes in jig time, replacing any notion that Northumbrian music 
should be the sole source for local dances – if indeed they might once have been. Even in the 
nineteenth century, the fiddle is described as the instrument of choice, with a solitary 
reference to pipe and tabor being used, and that dubiously – even if played at breakneck 
speed by a skilful musician! 
 
The words ‘it is the spectator who sees most of the game’ resonate with rapper at the turn of 
the century. Cecil Sharp had set himself up as an authority on ceremonial dance before he had 
even seen his first rapper dance at Earsdon in 1910. The story goes that, upon asking one of 
the dancers what the swords called they were wielding, he heard the word ‘rubber’. Having 
misunderstood and surmising the Yorkshire word ‘rapier’ must be more apt, he settled on the 
word ‘rapper’ since the blades may have been ‘wrapped’ in some kind of sheath. As the word 
‘rapper’ was known amongst the pitmen, albeit as a bell for alerting the progress of the lift in 
mineshafts, he and they settled on that, and the name stuck!  
 
As circumstance would have it, this was during a lull in activity by local teams, and Sharp and 
the nascent English Folk Dance Society defined rapper within the limits of the few teams 
actually seen by them. This effectively remoulded the ‘tradition’ after the Great War, when 
reconvening the local teams proved difficult, allied to the rules and ethos of the local and 
national competitions evolved by that day – notably the annual Cowen trophy. On one 
occasion, the Westerhope team was marked down for giving ‘too much of an acrobatic display’ 
– presumably because of their backward somersault figure without which any rapper dance 
would seem incomplete today. 
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The remaining two-thirds of the book survey the nature of the teams innate to Durham and 
Northumberland before and after the Second World War, with the role of what was to become 
the Newcastle Kingsmen examined in fostering interest in the locality. It concludes with an 
appraisal of the revival in the last quarter of the twentieth century, plus three appendices 
devoted to stepping, music and notation. 
 
One reservation I have is that it has tried to achieve too much in 278 pages, in defining a fast-
evolving dance form, and that it may require a radical update far too soon! Thanks also to the 
Unthanks’ recent TV documentary, ‘A Very English Winter’, I was also reminded of the extant 
longsword tradition at Greatham near Hartlepool noted in 1935 by James Madison Carpenter, 
and would have liked some comment on that.  
 
I would have also liked to have seen a few schematic maps and gazetteer to illustrate the 
geographic and/or temporal distribution of the perceived genres in the appendices. Obviously, 
there is no obvious single cut-off date by which Phil Heaton could have drawn the line between 
perceived ‘tradition’ and ‘revival’ – not even one of two world wars. However, this book will sit 
proudly alongside key volumes in defining ceremonial dance published in the last thirty years, 
from Keith Chandler, through to Chris Cawte, Roy Judge and Cecil Sharp himself – I can think 
of no better accolade. 
 
George Frampton 

January 2013 
 
 
The DVD costs £15 and the book (ISBN 978-0-854182-12-1) £12.99 (plus P&P); both are available from 
EFDSS, Cecil Sharp House, 2 Regents Park Road, London NW1 7AY  or from Garland Films at 
www.garlandfilms.co.uk 
 

 

A limerick or two 
 
There was a young man from Looe, 
Who lost one leg at the zoo, 
His Bledington suffered, 
When he discovered, 
He could one, three hop, but not two. 

 
There was a young boy called Boyce, 

Who’d always dance Fieldtown by choice, 
But tragedy struck, 

When his crossbacks got stuck, 
Now he’ll never acquire a deep voice 

 
 
There was a comely young dancer called Doris, 
Who took steroids to improve her Morris, 
She grew hair on her face, 
And began to sing bass, 
Now the rest of the side call her Boris 
 
 
With thanks to Jonathan Hooton who found them in a team archive…. 
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Background to Brackley Area Morris 
 
Keith Chandler’s article (English Dance & Song 43/1) shows how evidence from one place can 
illuminate many aspects of the history of the morris while avoiding generalisations. Brackley 
was a town, so were many places where the morris survived late; also towns form a focus in 
the history of many village sides. 
 
Bampton, or Bentone, was an important King’s manor in Domesday and its market yielded 
50 shillings. It remained significant until the decline of the horse fair and its associated 
industries. The interpretation of the history of the morris must take account of conditions at the 
time. Bampton-in-the-Bush, as it is called on the first edition of the Ordnance Survey maps, 
gives the impression today of isolation, but actually the “Bush” was the centrepiece of the town 
where the fire station now stands. 
 
Another possible false impression exists in connecting some early references to the morris to 
local performers. In “Drama in Gloucestershìre” by T Hannah-C1ark (1928) it is mentioned that 
Elizabeth I visited Gloucester in 1553 and later years and was entertained by morris dancers 
amongst other things: Master Arno1d’s Servants were one company of players that were paid 
20 shillings for “Bringing ìn the May” but only 5 shillings for being the May Day morris dancers.  
Lord Berkeley had a similar company of players from 1556 till 1610 which toured going to 
London and in the present context most significantly to Abingdon. These players turned their 
hands to everything; perhaps all these early references are to professional performances? 
 
D’Arcy Ferrers was told that Brackley would turn out at 2 days notice by Thos H Curtis who 
dealt with Timothy Howard in 1885/6. Later Sharp did not consider this troupe to contaìn 
regular tradìtìonal dancers. He took the same attitude elsewhere. It is difficult to read into his 
introduction to Abingdon that a complete side had danced for Sharp in 1910, “of the original 
dancers only two survive”.  Presumablv he was interested in the dance as it once was, not as it 
was developing.  Similar issues arise at Bledington, Eynsham and Ilmington. 
 
In an old exercise book in the Ferrers manuscript is a dance list that does not quite match that 
given in the Banbury Guardian two years before. The list starts with Round Morris or Broad 
Capers. As this is not a stick or a handkerchief dance it could be the opening or closing dance 
like Bonny Green at Bucknell. Is it the Broad Cupid of the other list?   The stick dances are 
given as Country Gardens, Rosy London City, Rodney, Mad Kaiser or Mad Muller, Robin and 
Joan, Balance the Straw, Rax Marlow, Greensleeves, Constant Bill and Shepherds Aie. The 
handkerchief dances are Jockey to the Fair, Queens Delight, Lads a’ Bunchum, Cuckoos Nest, 
Room for Cuckoo, 29th May, Bell Isles March, Bonny Green Garters, Trunkhose, Maid of the Mill 
and Black Joke. Ferrers was told that some dances were called single and other double. There 
were 20 or more different tunes but the same dance goes to three or four different tunes. Maid 
of the Mill, Lumps of Plum Pudding, Queens Delight and Lads a‘ Bunchum were all footing up, 
stepping and half capers. ‘Lumps’ is not on the main list and was given in the other list as a jig. 
Both lists contain 22 titles. Ferrers does not have Saturday Night or Old Woman or the four jigs. 
In 1910 Howard told Sharp that Shooting was called Beaux of (“Rosy”) London City. 
 
Sharp learnt of Brackley from material sent to him by D.S. MacColl, which is now recorded in 
Folk Dance Notes, Volume 1, in several handwritings about September l909.   Sharp went off 
with ‘T. Howard, Manor Road, Brackley’ on the flyleaf of his field notebook.  Perhaps it is not 
realised now how many of Sharp’s informants were found for him.  Howard and Stustbury’s 
versions of Shooting are recorded together as if at the same occasion.  Stutsbury’s versions 
were 40 years earlier so would appeal more to Sharp. Sharp never seems to have doubted that 
Stutsbury was a Brackley dancer, although in August 1912 Shooting was described in a 
programme as from Hinton in the Hedges. In his tour of the Northants-Bucks border in 
September 1922, Sharp visited Hinton and Mrs Smith, then aged 70, told him there had never 
been morris in Hinton. 
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Shooting appeared in another furore. The Harrogate Times  of  7 .11 .1908 reported that 
dancers from Northants and Warwickshire had been up to London to teach their dances and that 
on 1 November the Esperance Club did a Northants Beansetting. After the Queens Hall Show in 
May 1910 Sharp wrote to the Morning Post (10.5.1910) to complain about its lack of 
authenticity, classing it along with Sam Bennett’s Ilmington as faked, revived and decadent. 
John Graham defended the Esperance Club (Morning Post 17. 5. 1910) -“the essential point of 
striking the ground is retained, but it varies in having the sticks clapped overhead instead of 
while stooping down”. Sharp replied (25.5.1910) that he had traced the dance to its source, 
which was Shooting, and except for the “dibbing” it bore no resemblance whatever to the dance 
under discussion. The dance in question was from Thomas Gadd of Yardley Gobion.  Maud 
Karpeles published Sharp’s comments on this man and surviving dancers in the village were 
offended and would not speak about the dances in the late 1960’s. Mary Neal’s notes seen via 
Clive Carey are very brief but showed the influences of his time in the North West with his use 
of the cross-over polka step characteristic of that region. 
 
The little that was collected from Stutsbury is mostly available but not the words for Getting 
Upstairs - “3 blind horses, 2 blind mares, 2 blind donkeys a getting upstairs, such a getting 
upstairs I never did see. This was a minstrel song which the early collectors ignored. 
 
Sharp went back to Brackley in 1922 with Maud Karpeles. They started enquiries at the 
Brackley Union.  They were told of Shady Law, John Paxton, Jimmy Watts (tin whistle and 
drum), Tuckey (fool with cow’s tail and bladder), Timothy Faulkner and. Tom Makepiece, all 
dead. Of the living there was Will Giles living in the old town behind the church, Henry and 
Timothy Howard and Harry Howard at the Union, William Gardcain, known as Curly, was rag-
man.  Harry Hayward near the Fire Engine House was a dancer and mention was made of Jas 
Smith at Sulgrave opposite the Manor. Other possible informants were Sarah Giles, living in 
Ard’s Lane near the Town Hall, close to the chemists, also Margery Salmons her daughter who 
could sing the tunes, Jane Makepiece and Bessie Whitehouse living opposite Nichols’ Coach 
Builders whose husband used to dance. 
 
Sharp wrote (Folk Dance Notes Vol IV p92-3, 11.9.1922),  “Timothy Howard (71) tried to show 
us dances at his home in Manor Road, at the back of the Hotel, but was not very successful, 
partly because rather stupid, but mainly because so unmusical he could not give me the tunes. 
I got one or more from Mrs Sarah Giles, widow of Will Giles who died 40 years ago”. 
 
In an interview about 1960 Dr Karpeles told how impressed she had been by Howard’s dancing 
and the extraordinary height achieved in the stepping. He performed every dance at great 
length, padding the usual dance sequence with additional foot-ups or -downs and or whole heys 
as well as splitting the side-by-sides and back-to-backs. A typical full sequence was published 
by Sharp in The Morris Book III (2nd Edition, p92). Howard never repeated a sequence even for 
the same dance and nearly always ended with Hey-down, Hey-up and Ring & All-in. 
 
Sharp started his 1922 investigations at Buckingham on 8 August. At the Union he was told of 
morris at Dadford and Steeple Claydon. He cycled to the latter and on return through Winslow 
was told by Mr. Clear that he thought he remembered the morris at Maids Moreton or 
Tingewick. John Stokes at Dadford said his uncle and father used to join in with the Brackley 
dancers who passed through Dadford on the way to Stowe House and Maids Moreton, 
“somewhere about 20 years since they came here”. Brackley men used to have for music a tin 
whistle and small drum slung over the wrist; the same man played both. Mr Bagford at Maids 
Moreton said only Brackley dancers came through his village, last time “20 or more years ago”.  
 
At Tingewick Sharp was told that Brackley dancers came through. Some came from Fritton and 
Middleton Cheney. At Westbury, Sharp met Mrs Johnson, née Makepiece. Her father used to 
play pipe and tabor for Westbury Morris and Brackley Morris. It’s doubtful if Westbury ever had 
an independent side of its own. Her father died 40 years ago and then Brackley men got 
another old man to play the “drum and fife”. 
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The Banbury Guardian (12.1.1950) published two photographs taken on August Bank Holiday 
1914 of the Brackley and Whitfie1d teams. Tim Howard “told the Whitfield men, walked every 
night to learn ‘em”. The Rev. H Broughton, vicar of Brackley at that time, was a great 
enthusiast and conducted regular rehearsals, and exhibitions in the town were given about 
every third week. The names on the Brackley photo from left to right were, T Franklin, T H 
Rawlins, A Giles, W Mallet (fool), A B Rawlins, T Howard, F Wooton and. W Giles. The Whitfield 
men dressed in smocks and wore top hats with a single coloured ribbon. The photo was 
published in ‘English Dance & Song’. The names were: back row, J Ayre, W Billingham, A Coles, 
C Wynne, H Somerton; front row, E A Kendall, A Blencowe, W Blackwell and W Freestone. 
  
In 1950 one old Brackley lady remembered them back to 1876. The annual procedure was a 
tour on foot of Brack1ey, Buckingham, Banbury, Towcester and intervening villages on August 
Bank Holiday week. They had at that time a piper and a side-drummer, the latter a recent 
addition. When the Great War ended, repeated effort by T Howard and one or two others of the 
old troupe were unsuccessful and it faded out.  
 
On 4.9.1937 Dr and Mrs Kenworthy Schofield, Arthur Peck and. Rev Jack Putterill visited 
Brackley and saw W Giles and C Blackwell. They obtained tunes from both and. figures from 
Giles. They did not see any other of the dancers then alive. Schofield’s manuscripts are mostly 
in the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library, Peck’s manuscripts were with his papers in 
Cambridge, Putterill’s manuscripts were lost while being exhibited at a Thaxted Ring Meeting 
and never recovered. Later Jack Saunders got some tunes from Kendall. Their whereabouts are 
not now known. 
 
The dancers mentioned in 1937 were: team - W Giles (Vine Cottage, Brackley), Tim Howard. 
(deceased), Joe Castle, Bert Rawlings (called “Berb”, worked on railway), Albert Giles 
(deceased),  Joseph Franklin (deceased), Tom Rawlings (deceased). Fool - W A Mullet (Goose 
Green); Musicians - C Blackwell and A E Kendall (Church Lane). At Whitfield there were A E 
Blencowe (Post Office), Harry Newbury and W Tyler (concertina). Tyler gave tunes to Sharp on 
12.9.1922. 
 
Kenworthy collected Shooting “substantially as Bean Setters” and Bean Setters with the corner 
movement of Shooting. All the dances given to Kenworthy and Hamer later only had 2 or 3 
figures in the dance unlike the performance of Howard for Sharp. Fred Hamer made enquiries 
about 1951. He met “E A Kendall, Church Road, born 71 years ago, father died when he was 
13”. He learnt tunes from the pipe and tabor man from Deddìngton. 
 
Berb Rawlins lived In Manor Road. He appeared in the 1914 photo with his father, only because 
he stood in for his brother Harold. They had one or two extra practices specially for him. He 
believed that the movements of Beansetting all meant something. Haro1d Rawlins also lived in 
Manor Road. The tours went from village to village stopping in the locals at night. The last time 
before 1924 that the Bracklev Morris turned out was to provide subs for a blind man. Mrs T 
Howard lived at 36 Manor Road and remembered Stutsbury. Hamer was told of Billingham who 
also lived in Manor Road (42?) and G S Stevens who came from Middleton Cheney. This is near 
Banbury and is a surprising distance away. “Tweezer” Franklin was the Fool.  
 
The origin of the town of Brackley is a cluster of farms 2½ miles NW, the centre of the Saxon 
Parish of Halse. The “Old Town” is a  daughter settlement, Bracca‘s  Leah (or clearing) on good 
soil close to a ford on the Ouse on the Buckingham Road, now only a footpath, with a church to 
St Peter mentioned in (the) Domesday (Book). The ”New Town” derived from the short lived 
castle (Henry III). The market for wool was so successful in the thirteenth century that the 
burgesses rebuilt St Peter, even though the huddle of houses and tangle of streets of the Old 
Town were never considered part of the borough, and founded St James chapel, at the foot of 
the castle, demolished in 1836.  
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A hospital dedicated to SS James and John was built half way up the High Street.  New Town 
has only one back lane, Manor Road, parallel to the High Street and serving the long narrow 
burgess crofts on the west side.  The hospital was used to endow Magdalen College, Oxford 
(1458) and the Fellows established a free school in 1548. The hospital was used by the Fellows 
when the plague came to Oxford and now serves as a chapel for the school.  
 
Brackley was one of the rotten boroughs, in the keep of the Dukes of Buckingham, and the 
influence of Stowe House must have extended wide, as did Blenheim over Wychwood.  The 
town still shows its early medieval form and its development has been arrested despite some 
prosperity in the eighteenth century and the arrival of the railway in 1846-7.  However, there 
seems to have been enough opportunity for patronage to keep an activity like the morris alive.  
The early morris here was prosperous enough to present silver plate to the local church in the 
seventeenth century. This helps support the growing idea that early performers were drawn 
from the elite, such as yeomen - considered one step below gentlemen - rather than from 
artisans or peasants. 
 
It is appropriate that a revival started at the College under Roger Nichols about 20 years ago 
(1960) under the influence of Fred Hamer’s interpretation. They had the privilege of contact 
with the surviving dancers even if the information gained is only very little.  It is a pìty that 
most morrìs dancers’ experience of the tradition is only Jockey to the Fair. Bedford Morris Men 
keep the tradition to the fore and have been the source of instruction for many years. One also 
always thinks of Thaxted and Maid of the Mill. Now amongst the women’s sides there is Windsor 
Morris developing their own interpretation.  
 
R L Dommett      

© 1981, updated December 2012  

 

 

 

 



Morris Matters                       Volume 32   Number 1                              January 2013 

 25 

 

From the Archives: “Morris On The Somme” 
 
Roy Dommett dug out from his immense collection, a recording of a play broadcast on the radio 
over 20 years ago and passed it to me to listen to. 
 
“Morris on the Somme” was originally conceived by Mick Jones, erstwhile squire of Wheatley 
Morris Men, for drama workshops at the Sidmouth Festival in 1987. He developed it into a play 
for the stage and tried to get professional companies to take it on. Many came back with praise 
for the work but none saw it as a viable stage play.  
 
Mick entered it in a ‘New Writers’ competition sponsored by the Crucible Theatre in Sheffield 
and it was given a rehearsed reading in front of an audience at the Crucible’s Studio and was 
directed by Stephen Daldry, later to gain fame as the director of the film “Billy Elliot”. It was 
also given a similar rehearsed reading at the Gate Theatre, in Notting Hill, by the Paines Plough 
Company and was directed by Jo Carter.  
 
Eventually, Nigel Bryant said he would like to put it on as a radio play and after cutting all but 
one of the female parts and taking out all of Mick’s music it went out on Radio 4 as the 
afternoon play on 17 October 1991, broadcast from Pebble Mill. 
 
The Wheatley Morris side had spent a pleasant Sunday dancing in the car park to the expert 
concertina playing of John Kirkpatrick. The play starred Ian Targett as Harry, the main 
character and a grandson of a morris dancer. Ian was from Wheatley and was able to give the 
other actors coaching in genuine Oxfordshire accents. 
 
The play tells the tale of the Rowscott Morris Men who all joined up in 1914.  It starts in the 
pub, featuring a row over which Morris side ”owned“ the pub.  There are some good quotes 
about how it will break the spell if the dancers don’t focus on the performance of the dance; 
that going through the motions of the dance sequence is not enough.  Also with the imminent 
departure to war, how on the whole the same rules apply to morris teams and to soldiers – 
respect, straight lines, nothing sloppy or rushed. A chunk of the dialogue is based on a 
mummers’ play, with some of Beelzebub’s lines being particularly relevant to the horror of the 
wartime setting.  
 
After joining up (Harry does so in his grandfather’s memory, after much reluctance and mainly 
to accompany his young brother, Jacky), all the team were slaughtered on the first day of the 
Battle of the Somme apart from one survivor, the youngest, Jacky.  The deaths poignantly echo 
their last Shepherds Hey performed at the White Hart, whereby they each are wounded in a 
body part: foot, knee, thigh, chest, neck….. 
 
I enjoyed listening to it – I’m not sure how much appeal it would have for a non-morris person 
although I felt it conveyed well the passion for the dance held by team members. You may be 
able to find this on some archive site – I listened to a copy Roy had made. 

 
Beth Neill 

November 2012 
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Quotes…..on dance, sources and playing for dance 

 
Dr Vaughan Williams: 

“Never let the tune feel hurried. Remember what the end of the phrase is when you start at the 
beginning of it. Always play with enthusiasm….. Don’t play the tune as if you were angry with it” 
 
Douglas Kennedy: 
Rhythm is a Greek word meaning flow. In music it is the driving power which propels the 
melody along. In morris dances this power is more forcefully applied and the rhythm seems 
more like a ripple of pulses than a smooth continuous flow. ….It is quite possible to take a step 
or to wave a handkerchief or to strike a stick without the “power” flowing through the resistance 
of the body but the essential quality of rhythm will be lost and it will not be dance. I believe 
that dancers would do far better to learn to ripple or undulate to the music before taking any 
step of adopting any dance position or attitude, At least they would start off with a feeling of 
motion which was quite independant of either beat or accent and which would be more likely to 
lead eventually to the right action.  
 

Maud Karpeles  

An old morris dancer from Lancashire once wrote to me, “I have given you dances that I have 
given to no-one else, no even my own son, for I know that you will treasure them as much as I 
do.” It goes without saying that we must not falsify the material we receive from traditional 
sources, but I think we have a further duty…to exercise discrimination in the selection of the 
material that we present to the public. 
 
Jacques D’Amboise (artistic director, National Dance institute) 
It’s your pulse, it’s your heartbeat, it’s your breathing. It’s the rhythms of your life. It’s the 
expression in time and movement of happiness and joy and sadness and energy. It’s a venting 
of energy. It’s extraordinary and that’s common to all the cultures and it’s common to all 
individuals. 
 
Wayne Sleep 

Dance is fun! It lifts the spirit, strengthens the body and stimulates the mind. 
 

 

 

 

 
 an archival knitted morris dancer  

in response to the last issue:  
with thanks to Brian Mander 
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Stave Dancing – an overview 

  
A Stave is particularly a symbol of the various Friendly Societies who had an annual Club walk 
and Feast day with banners and band. An interesting account is given in “West Country Friendly 
Societies” by Margaret Fuller published by the Oakwood Press for the Museum of Rural Life, 
University of Reading. The annual feast day was the climax of the friendly society’s year, the 
only public event in the life of the societies and the procession of members demonstrated their 
unity and pride of association to their families, friends and spectators who could come from 
miles around. Everyone shared the festive atmosphere of the day, enjoying the colour, noise 
and excitement. The directions for procedure and instructions for behaviour were the subject of 
numerous rules, surprising for an annual event with little connection with the conduct of the 
society’s business. 
 
The day usually began with roll call at the club house about 10 am. An orderly procession was 
formed behind a band, banners unfurled and all walked to church for a sermon, then to the club 
house for the feast, often taking an indirect route to include a tour of the district. The feast 
could be at the public house that normally served as headquarters if it was big enough. Most 
clubs perambulated the district after the feast, calling on friends and benefactors who each 
extended hospitality. Later all joined with the public in the enjoyment of music, dancing, sports 
or a visiting fair.   
 
The common days were Whit Monday and Oak Apple Day, 29 May, but Easter or days in May or 
August were sometimes used or local traditional festivals like ‘Coker Feast Monday’, ‘Tuesday in 
Donyatt Play week‘, or ‘Monday in Odcombe Feast week’ were fixed upon. Members were 
obliged by their rules to attend the feast day celebrations or be fined a shilling or half a crown. 
They were exempt only if sick or living more than a specified distance away. They might be 
fined even if late. The procession would be ordered as they stood on the roll, with the longest 
serving members at the front. Some places allowed women and children in the procession, 
sometimes to represent absent members, sometimes as a relic of the times when they were 
included in the membership of such societies. 
 
Most of the village societies died with the rise of the national societies and improved social 
benefits. Many photographs can be found all over the country of processions.  Some men’s 
societies still exist such as at Priddy, the Victoria Inn with its feast still on Whit Monday, and 
South Harting with a procession like a carnival and at Bampton, Oxon. Many more clubs 
survived in the 1930’s such as Crewkerne and Timberscornbe and at some places such as 
Warminster several clubs combined for the day. There were a number of Women’s Societies and 
at least one survives at the Rose and Crown Inn at Nether Stowey and whose feast is on the 
last Friday before Midsummer’s Day. However such societies were never numerous because 
before the twentieth century all a woman’s goods belonged to her husband or father and there 
was little point in a benefit club that might not benefit the saver. 
 
There has been no national review of the village societies, their operation or survival.  
Interesting accounts exist in Harvey “Club Day, being a description of a Kilmersdon ‘Old Club’ 
Annual Parade” published in 1927 and in William Barnes “Whitsuntide an’ Club Walken” 
published in “Poems of Rural Life in Dorset Dialect” 1886. The following comes from the main 
reference:  Having assembled in regulation splendour of Sunday clothes, cockades, ribbons, 
staves and banners, 
 
“Zoo off they started, two an’ two, 
Wi’ painted poles an‘ kots o ‘ blue” 

to church behind the band, 

“Whiles fifes did squeak and drums did rumble, 
An’ deep beazzoons did grunt and grumble.” 

In smaller churches the staves had to be stacked in the porch, 
“An’ then at church there wer sich lots 
O’ hats a-hangen up wi’ knots, 
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An’ poles a-stood so thich as iver, 
The rushes stood bezide a river.” 

The preacher denounced the very things that the society fined, 
An’ Mr Goodman gi‘ed em warnen 
To spend their evenen lik’ their mornen; 
An’ not to pray wi’ mornen tongues, 
An’ then to zwear wi’ evenen lungs; 
Nor vu’st shake hands, to let the wrist 
Lift up at last a bruisen vist: 
Vor clubs ‘were all a-rnean’d vor friends, 
He twold em, an’ vor better ends 
Then twiten vo’k an picken quarrels, 
An’ tipplen cups an‘empten barrels , 
Vor meaken woone man do another 
In need the kindness ov a brother.” 

At the Feast, 

“An’ there they meade sich stunnen clatters 
Wi’ knives an’ forks, an’ pleates an’ platters; 
An’ waiters ran, an’ beer did pass 
Vrom tap to jug, vrom jug to glass: 
An’ when they took away the dishes 
They drink’d good healthes, an’ wish’s good wishes, 
To all the gre’t vo’k o’ the land, 
An’ all good things vo’k took in hand;  
An’ woone cried hip, hip, hip, an’ hollow’d, 
An’ tothers all struck in an’ vollow’d; 
An’ grabb’d their drink wi’ eager clutches, 
An’ swigg’d it wi’ sich hearty glutches, 
As vo’k, stark mad wi’ pweìsson stuff, 
That thought theirzelves not nad enough.“ 

After the unfamiliar experience of so much food and drink, 

“An’ after that they all went out 
In rank agean, an’ walk‘d about, 
An’ gi’ed some parish vo’k a call; 
An’ then went down to Narley Hall 
An’ had some beer, an’ danc’s between 
The elem trees upon the green. 
An’ down along the road they done 
All sorts o‘ mad-cap things vor fun; 
An’ danc’d, a-poken out their poles, 
An’ pushen bwoys down into holes....”. 
 
In addition to presenting a respectable personal appearance, the members of many societies 
were required by their rules to wear ribbons in their hats. The usual colour was blue.  Combe 
Hay had a cockade of purple and pink ribbons on the hat. Top hats were common and the 
ribbon would be wound round the top of the crown, with the rosette pinned to the side, with its 
tails flowing down beyond the brim of the hat. Sashes appear often in photographs but were 
seldom mentioned in rules. Those preserved in museums are elaborate and in expensive 
materials.  The photos show that they were worn over the right shoulder, often 3 inches wide, 
crossed by the waist and pinned with a rosette. 
 
The Staves only appeared on Feast Day. The “Club Stick” as it was usually called or wand, pole 
or tipstaff, varied from 4 to 8 feet long and was stained or painted either in a single colour or 
striped. At Kilmersdon the 4 feet long stave was painted blue with red and white spiral striped, 
decorated with red, white and blue tassels and ribbons hanging from below the polehead. At 
Wookey, where they met at the Ring O’Bells Inn, the wooden knob was painted red and 
mounted on a blue pole, 6 feet 4 inches long. At Donyatt by Ilminster their 4 feet 4 inches stave 
had a gilt head with a blue tassel and a ribbon a yard long. The blue ribbon fixed to the blue 
staves of Hatch Beauchamp had to be no less than one yard and a half. 
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The length of the pole varies from about the length of an old rifle to the lngth of a rake handle. 
Old ones at the Rural Life Museum at Reading are about 6 feet long and tapered, either because 
they were made from coppiced wood or planed to be so. They were naturally a little flexible and 
light in weight so that with a substantial pole head the centre of gravity was quite high. They 
were easy to dance with. Too often the balance can be poor and the stave bounces on the 
shoulder and bruises. As an implement for dancing the hanging decoration is important and the 
more the merrier with materials of different weights allowing the haberdashery to flow out 
behind the dancer. 
 
The use of brass pole heads which make such a fine show was confined to Somerset, South 
Gloucestershire, South West Wiltshire, North West Dorset and North East Devon. During the 
eighteenth century Bristol had a large brass industry and it is believed. Bristol was the main 
source for the brass pole heads.  Although the variety of design was enormous, the Reading 
collection illustrated in the reference book comprises 333 examples, there were two clearly 
defined types. One consisted of a flat sheet metal shape slotted into a tubular socket or ferrule 
to fit on the top of the stave, and the other consisted of a three dimensional shape formed in 
the round with an integral socket. The poleheads would be from 5 to 8 inches high. The shapes 
included fleur-de-lis, variations on spearheads, halberds, crowns and representational designs 
deriving their subjects from the names of the meeting places. The majority of the round 
emblems were urn, tall or acorn shaped.  Other examples can be seen in many museums, at 
Blaise Castle, Salisbury, Bridgewater, Taunton and others. Wooden stave heads were very 
common, they just did not survive to be collected. 
 
Cutting pole heads from sheet brass is not too difficult although brass sheet is not cheap.  
Sometimes a machine shop will produce a punch for a small rim of the same shape.  However 
today it is effective to make them of cast aluminium as any secondary school metal working 
department can do, or in mild steel and plate them. Making up an example in wood and card 
will help in any discussion with workshops. 
 
The Societies usually had banners or flags. The banners betrayed kinship both in design and use 
with the military standard and were either almost square or of the common rectangular flag 
shape. They were made of silk with painted or appliqué decoration and often edged with a 
fringe. The designs were of two types — those which were heraldic in character and consisting 
of individual symbols on a plain background and those showing allegorical or historical figures. 
Early on these were very often locally made and fine examples of folk art but later they became 
plain ensigns with the Union Jack in the first quarter and the name of the society across the 
lower half. The appearance and carriage of the banners were much like those used still by Trade 
Unions. 
 
Many Societies ended the day with a dance and some included dancing in the activities during 
the Club Walk. Raymond in “English Country Life” 1934, mentions the dancing of Hunt the 
Squirrel and the Four Hand Reels. Maud Karpeles collected a finishing dance in Wiltshire which 
was a version of Up the Sides and Down the Middle.  At Paulton step dancing is specifically 
mentioned in a local history. Where formal dancing was done it was derived directly from 
contemporary social dance. Dancing seems to have featured west of Gillingham, Dorset.  A 
newspaper account described dancing at a wedding at Buckhorn Weston, men carrying their 
staves to do a version of the six-hand reel. The minute book of Fifehead Magdalen states that 
Haste to the Wedding, Pop Goes the Weasel, the Dorsetshire March and Spithead Fleet would be 
practised and danced at the stations on the walk. At Stourton Caundle, pronounced Stert‘n 
Candle, a note exists of the agreed first and second parts.   
 
Raymond wrote “when the hour for dancing came there was a certain want of unanimity about 
the brass but this was amply compensated for by the precision of the big drum.  The youth of 
Sutton (Veny, in Wiltshire) with peonies in their buttonholes, without invitation, seized the 
willing maids all dressed in white and frisked and bobbed them round as merry as lambkins. 
You cannot waltz upon the grass, and they danced the old country dances of long ago which 
were so much like romps.”  
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The final dance of the evening for the Churstanton Unity Friendly Society was ‘the cock and the 
hen dance’ which is said to have started with a row of men facing a row of women with a space 
of about 10 or 12 feet between. Each side then advanced working heads and arms and 
pretending to peck each other. They then paired off and carried out further movements.  The 
dance is said to have been very pretty when properly carried out, but, after some years, it was 
practiced with some vulgarity and banned from then on.  
 
As can be seen the tradition of stave dancing is very thin, although dancing is strongly 
associated with the Club Days. The material from Stourton Caundle can be assembled as 
separate dances with the first parts as the common figures and the second parts as the 
choruses. The list of dances from the neighbouring village can be interpreted using published 
notations of dances with those titles of that period. There was a limited tradition. The stave with 
its size, weight and decoration imposes a style on the dance and the dancing that is different 
from any other English tradition. Teams in the south of England appreciate having dances with a 
local flavour however remote. The stave requires care in the dancing and the restraint contrasts 
well with other dance traditions within a dance troupe type of club. The dances work. 
 
Sides 

Known sides in 1980’s were Bath City, Bourne Bumpers, Fleur de Lys and Somerset Maids of 
the women’s clubs, Marlboro’ and Charlottesville in the USA, and Stalbride (“Dorset Knobs and 
Knockers”) and Abercorn as mixed sides. Abercorn were the only wholly stave dancing team. A 
Californian team appeared doing one of the stave dances, using bamboo poles as background to 
a Wicker’s World TV broadcast! 
 
Poles 
Bath City used small brass curtain rail finials. Somerset Maids bought a set of original Friendly 
Society brass pole heads. Stalbridge used handmade flat wooden emblems; Fleur de Lys have 
used a gilt, plastic “pineapple” curtain rail finial but have plaited the ribbons for about a foot 
down the pole before letting them fly free - very attractive. Charlottesville use a flat circular 
piece of decorated metal which turns out to be a control valve for an indoor stove chimney. 
Abercorn were going to have used horse brasses mounted in a slot in wooden knob finial. 
 

Tunes 

Different dances even within the Stourton Caundle set have different musical requirements and 
the best rhythm for the club has to be found by trial and error. Slow hornpipes, although 
traditional are not the best for dancing. The tunes used by Abercorn are,  
Stourton Caundle: No.1 - Over the Hills and Far Away; No.2 - Ninety Five; No.3 - The Bacup 
Processional; No.4 - Mad Moll of the Cheshire Hunt;  
Fifehead Magdalen: Three Around Three and Wedding Reel - Spanish Lady. 
 
Step 

The hornpipe one-two-three hop — not a morris step but the country dance travelling step with 
the foot brought up behind the other on the second beat. The style is that of Dorset country 
dancing with little lift of the body or the free foot on the hop. The backstep where used is the 
back setting step -like a hockle. 
Shoulders: the stave is carried on the right shoulder. With the long staves the end should just 
clear the tussocks of grass when dancing. The rest position is with the stave on the ground and 
leaning on it with both hands. Holding staves like rifles with the butt in the hand is a good way 
of ensuring ribbons tangling in the dance - and it is embarrassing when the dance gums up. It 
is best to pass left shoulders when there is a choice to avoid staves and their decorations 
entwining. 
Style: the dancing should be lively not sedate. Phrase the movements to make it flow. 
 
Roy Dommett  

Circa 1985 
 

 

Editors Note – I have included this since I know Roy is planning a stave workshop later this 

year. 
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The Turning of the Year 

 
Great Uncle Zach always used to say that the New Year was like going out to do another 
dance on a long Morris tour.  You start out a little more tired than you were and you know in 
your bones you will either make the same mistakes again or else some different things will go 
wrong, but, if you are lucky, nobody will notice and you will come out of it with honour and 
reputation intact. 
 
Of course the Morris year and the calendar are littered with dates and traditions to mark the 
passing of the year. Uncle Zach had them indelibly printed on his head – quite literally after 
that accident at the diary printers.  
 
At Easter we commemorate the invention of Chocolate and on May Day the invention of face 
painting and gardening.  At Whitsun people traditionally dressed in white to go on walks and 
picnics to celebrate the start of the summer holiday season and its end in late August is 
marked by slow processions of holiday makers in the all the main tourist spots and routes.   
 
Then there is the long haul to Christmas marked only by Halloween, when we celebrate the 
fictional dead, Remembrance Sunday, when we commemorate the real dead, and Bonfire 
Night when we celebrate a failed terrorist attack. Finally we come back to Christmas and the 
whole series of events to celebrate the inventions of the bank overdraft, indigestion tablets 
and hangover cures. 
 
There is also the question of when the year starts.  Uncle Zach always used to hedge his bets 
and celebrate 1 January when he started a new calendar; 1 April when his accountant gives 
up on the previous year’s tax return; early September and the start of the academic year.  
Not that he was academic himself but the new influx of students always presented 
opportunities for a bit of extra income - until they got wise to him or complained to the 
authorities. 
 
For most Morris sides though the dancing year starts with the First of May and its massed 
demonstrations and parades of floral arrangements that occur in various towns around the 
country.  So on that basis there is still time for Morris lads and lasses to make resolutions 
such as 
 

• Not to start drinking beer or cider etc until after the first dance on a Morris tour. 

• To actually make an attempt to dance as the Foreman instructs you to.  

• To turn up on time. 

• To wash and repair kit between dance outs (where possible). 

• To have regard for the audience  - even if it is just a man and his dog 

• To have some regard for other dance groups sharing the spot 

• Not to place the musicians between the dancers and the audience. 

• To have some consideration for the local residents, particularly on school nights.  

• When playing in a band – to play the same tune in the same rhythm and, if possible, in 
the same key. 

 
• Not to play the bodhran under any circumstances.  

• To be kind to melodeon players. 
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Zachery always used to say that the only reason for making a resolution is so that you could 
break it and spend the rest of the year in regret.  Of course Uncle Zach had one great 
advantage over most when it came to making resolutions:  he had inherited his own great-
aunt’s ability to see the future.  Aunt Mag or Maggot as she was affectionately called (on 
account of the dead rabbit she always carried) made a living by reading tea leaves and the 
crystal ball. He also inherited one from cousin Zephod on his mother’s side, so he ended up with 
two and joked that he was the only person who could see the future in stereoscope.   
  
 
So, having looked into Great Uncle Zach’s balls here are my own predictions for 2013. 
 

• The Morris Federation will elect a new president. 

• Morris sides will continue to moan about lack of recruits  

• There will be an embarrassing/amusing story in the press about a Morris side. 

• A church will complain about Morris being “pagan” and ban them from practising in the 
church hall, dancing at the village fete and/or running a workshop at the primary 
school. 

 
• Somebody will accuse border and molly sides that blacken their faces of “Racism” 

• The campsite at Sidmouth Folk Week will be muddy. 

• It will be cold up at Hastings Castle for the Jack-in-the-Green event. 

In other words it will be a year much like any other. 
 
Happy dancing. 

 
Long Lankin 

January 2013 
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