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Everyone seems to be hitting 40 this year – Morris Matters is a bit behind in that it was 
conceived and saw the light of day in 1978 and had a little rest in the late ‘80s; I picked it 
up in 1991 and have been nurturing it ever since.   I (along with a lot of help from Jerry 
West and John Lewis) am trying to get all the issues in a scanned and accessible form – so 
one day you will be able to read all the early stuff on line.  The first few issues were typed 
up by members of Windsor Morris and articles were literally cut and pasted!   
 
Another ongoing project is that Roy Dommett would like to see all his Morris Matters articles 
collected into one volume – some of these do therefore need retyping as my OCR 
programme struggles a little with typefaces from the late 1970s. So if anyone out there is a 
good copy typist with time to spare……. 
 
On a personal note, I recently attended a heartwarming day of dance and ceilidh in memory 
of Rhiannon Owen (formerly Collinson), a founder member of Oyster Morris and later of 
Insword And Boojum Rapper teams, also [like me] a member of the Morris Federation 
committee for several years. In the evening her friends indulged in nostalgia over photos, 
scrapbooks and dancing some of the favourites from the late 1970s when the Oyster Ceilidh 
Band was emerging.   The Morris Federation magazine (Winter 2014) carried a fine 
appreciation of her contributions to the morris world. 
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Subscriptions are £6 for two issues (£8 outside EU countries). 
 

Please make cheques payable to Morris Matters  
or set up BACS payments to Santander;  
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On the performance of Gustav Holst’s Morris Dance 

Tunes with Morris Dancers 
  
The Festival of Empire was an immense affair held on the grounds of the Crystal Palace, a 
gargantuan exhibition hall located in southwest London.  Originally slated for the summer of 
1910, the festival was postponed a year in order to be held in conjunction with the 
coronation of George V.  Many of England’s finest composers were requested to supply 
music, including Gustav Holst (1874-1934), who supplied two items: a suite of incidental 
music scored for military band for “Part I, Scene IV” (the Danish invasion) within “The 
Pageant of London,” and at least two sets of Morris Dance Tunes. 
  
According to Imogen Holst, the composer’s daughter and a fine musician in her own right, 
the publisher Novello’s memorandum of agreement called for Holst to arrange six sets of six 
dances each.  Also, an advertisement in a British trade journal detailed ten sets.  Whatever 
the case, Holst is known to have arranged only two settings.  Of these, two versions are 
known to have existed: the extant 1910 version for chamber orchestra and the 1911 version 
for military band, now missing.  The chamber orchestra setting features minimal 
orchestration: Violin I, Violin II, Viola, Cello, Flute and Clarinet.  There is no separate part 
for string bass, though it can double the cello part as needed. 
  
            The two sets are: 
  
            Set I                              Set II 
  
       1.  Bean Setting                     1.  Rigs o’ Marlow 
       2.  Laudnum Bunches             2.  Bluff King Hal 
       3.  Country Gardens               3.  How d’ye do, sir? 
       4.  Constant Billy                    4.  Shepherd’s Hey 
       5.  Trunkles                           5.  The Blue-Eyed Stranger 
       6.  Morris Off                          6.  Morris Off 
  
Holst’s sets were meant to accompany Morris dancers.  There are a plethora of repeated 
sections and “dal segnos” (internal repeats)—all for utilitarian purposes.  Also, unusually for 
Holst, there is almost a complete lack of dynamics and tempo markings in either set, 
although the type of dance (i.e. corner dance, handkerchief dance, stick dance, etc.) is 
indicated below the title of each.  Perhaps Holst or the publisher expected that the players 
would be so familiar with the overall characteristics of type of dance that dynamics or tempo 
markings would be unnecessary. 
  
 I have conducted both sets many times, often concluding the “Morris Off” a la Haydn’s 
“Farewell Symphony” with the players, starting at the woodwinds, leaving the stage one by 
one.   With or without this touch, either set is a worthwhile concert piece that is well 
received by both audiences and performers.  
 
 My own interest in performing Holst’s Morris Dance Tunes with dancers stems from two 
occasions. During April and May 2013, while I was on Sabbatical, I accompanied my son 
David on “his” research trip to the Orkney Islands, off the northern coast of Scotland.   The 
first research event of the trip, however, wasn’t David’s, but mine — in the Moon-under-
Water pub at Leicester Square in London, where we were having lunch.  It was May Day 
(and our jet-lag day).   In walked a troop of Morris dancers, in full regalia (white shirts and 
pants with bells), red sashes, and green hats.    There was also one woman with the group, 
dressed up like Mozart’s Papagena, who played the concertina.  They all sat down to lunch 
and I spoke with them, learning that they would perform outside, in Leicester Square.  David 
and I were seated not far from the back of the place and we heard an approaching set of 
jingles every time one of the Morris men walked toward the washroom!  Outside, we were 
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fortunate enough to see them perform a rather violent stick dance and a handkerchief dance 
before they moved along.  It was truly unforgettable. 
  
The second occurrence happened about five months later, at Harvard University’s Sanders 
Theatre, when my wife Ester and I attended the Christmas Revels.  That particular year they 
were doing a program dealing with the Basques, Spain, and The Way to Santiago 
Compostela.  Regardless of the theme, the Pinewoods Morris Men were featured on the 
program, as they are featured on all of the Christmas Revels programs.  I was very mindful 
of the fact that I would be retiring from my professorship at University of Massachusetts 
Boston the following year.  Then it occurred to me: wouldn’t it be great to invite the 
Pinewoods Morris Men, the oldest such organization in the United States, to perform on my 
farewell concert! 
  
A rash of emails followed between leader Natty Smith, concertinist Thomas Kruskal and 
myself, to see if this were possible.  I was surprised to discover that, in their fifty-year 
history, the Pinewoods Morris Men had never performed with an orchestra before.  It was a 
first for all of us.  We agreed upon doing Set II, with the exception that “Constant Billy” 
would replace “How d’ye do sir?”.  We also agreed to split their part of the program, doing 
three of the dances on each half so that the men wouldn’t become overly fatigued.  This was 
fine, as the only other work on the second half of the program was to be Haydn’s “Farewell 
Symphony” (about twenty-six minutes)   
  
Perhaps the only unforeseeable consequence from my end of things was that was that t 
empi were going to be a bit of a problem.  In general, my tempi for concert performances 
were faster than what the Pinewood Morris Men were accustomed to.  The dancers invited 
me to attend one of their rehearsals in Sudbury and it was a real eye-opener.  I then 
realized how important it was to maintain a very steady tempo so that the arrival points in 
the choreography would be exact.  Thus “Shepherd’s Hey” was the slowest that I had ever 
performed it, but with the dancers the tempo fit beautifully.  Repeats were another possible 
issue but, with one exception, the dancers were accustomed to performing it exactly as 
Holst (or the publishers) had indicated. 
         
The Pinewoods Morris Men were a big hit at the concert; people are still speaking about how 
wonderful the effect was.    For me, well, it was one of the moments that conductors 
cherish—when all the elements, no matter how simple or complex—all fit together into an 
indescribable experience. 
        
Dr. Jon Ceander Mitchell 

University of Massachusetts Boston 

Boston, MA USA 

 

July 2015 

        
  
Chicago native Jon Ceander Mitchell is a conductor in Boston, MA where he holds the title of Professor 
Emeritus of Music at the University of Massachusetts. He has conducted and recorded with professional 
and college orchestras throughout Europe and the United States. His research covers many areas, but 
is mainly focused on Holst and Beethoven. His publications include ‘A Comprehensive Biography of 
Composer Gustav Holst’. The performance which featured the Pinewoods Morris Men was Jon's last at 
UMass Boston before retiring. 
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The Morris Sighed 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Morris Matters                              Volume 34, Number 2                                                  July 2015 

 6 

Molly Dancing in Schools 
 
My main and properly paid job over the past 12 years has been teaching molly dance in 
schools.  I still wake up asking how on earth did this happen?  
 
For a number of years I was multicultural education adviser for Norfolk County Council. 
During this time I introduced a large number of schools to music, dance, story, art and craft 
etc from all over the world with the help of a range of excellent artists.  When I left the local 
authority to set up my own business, Norfolk Our World Festivals, I discussed with various 
arts officers a number of ideas for long-term projects.  I have been the dance teacher for 
Ouse Washes Molly since the ‘molly revival’ of the early 1980s and came up with the idea of 
teaching the dance, and local stories, in some of the villages in the Fens where it had died 
out many years ago. Ouse Washes, when we started the team, used the recorded notation 
from Cyril Papworth and others but had enlarged the repertoire by basing dances around the 
many stories from the area, along with associated Plough Monday traditions.  It seemed 
sensible, and an attractive proposition for schools, to broaden any project from just teaching 
the dance to include story, local history, geography etc.  The Norfolk Arts Officer thought 
this would be a package that would appeal to the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) and 
subsequently a proposal was made in 2003, to work in 4 Norfolk Fenland Villages.   
 
The bid was successful, and I, along with musician, Nick Carpenter, spent a term working a 
half-day per week in each school.  Ouse Washes came in at the beginning of the work, 
appropriately on Plough Monday, to perform for the whole of each school, and returned at 
the end to dance alongside the pupils for their communities in packed village halls.  These 
evenings included molly dance, readings reflecting local research and dramatisation of a 
local story.  There was a final performance in Downham Market Town Hall, attended by all 4 
schools and the childrens’ parents, HLF representatives, officers from Morris organisations 
and the wonderful Roy Dommett.  The evenings were great, as was the excellent publication 
produced which went to all families in the schools as well as to local libraries etc. We 
thought that was it. 
 
However, later in the year, HLF ran local workshops and Nick and I went to ask if they would 
ever consider funding such an enterprise again.  The adviser said that they didn’t usually 
but, as the project was such a success, HLF were using it in their regional publicity 
publications, they would consider a much larger scheme, based on schools/communities in 
both Norfolk and Cambridgeshire. A year later, I and 2 other Ouse Washes musicians, Nicky 
Stockman and Louise Sinclair, started on the project, ‘Of Giants, Wisewomen, Ploughboys 
and Kings’, a joint enterprise through both Cambridgeshire and Norfolk County Councils.   
 
The project statistics are impressive: We worked in 22 schools, with 24 classes involved. 
Over 700 pupils were involved, all learning at least 2 molly dances, with some mastering as 
many as 6. There were 25 dramatisations of 12 local stories and Ouse Washes performed at 
50 separate events. Audience numbers exceeded 5000 local residents and it can be 
confidently stated that more people know about molly dancing in the area it comes from 
than at any time in the past 100 years. More impressive, however, had been the standard of 
the dance and the appreciation of local communities. The following is just one of many 
comments from parents: 
‘It wasn’t just the dancing, but the connection made between the dances and the stories told 

on stage about local history, tradition and tales of old, making learning fun and memorable. 

For children who are born and bred here it gives them an insight in to where they come 

from, their roots if you like. I can certainly relate to this, being a fenman keen on history! 

With the influx of many children from beyond the fens, it helps give them an insight into 

what is traditionally a land based rural area, again explaining in snap shots of our history 

and traditions how the area was, and has come to be. The Molly Dance team were superb, 

with the lead guys engaging the kids and audience through their dance humour so well; 

indeed it all rubbed off on the children with their own fantastic dance and storytelling.’ 
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There were so many highlights: Large numbers of pupils taking part in Plough Monday 
processions; pupils from 3 schools dancing at Whittlesey Straw Bear; an incredible finale to 
the Norfolk leg of the project with nearly 200 dancers on the stage of the Corn Exchange in 
King’s Lynn, where the HLF representative told the 600+ audience,  
 
‘One of the purposes of the Heritage Lottery Fund is to preserve our national treasures—I 

wish I could bottle tonight’s performance and keep it forever.’ 
 
We thought that was the end, but…… 
 
We were very aware that, although we had covered most of the Norfolk Fenland villages, 
there were still a large number of communities in Cambridgeshire with a history of the 
traditions that we had not worked in.  Nicky Stockman and I therefore approached Joanne 
Gray, Arts Officer for that county, to investigate the possibility of another project.  Her 
enquiries with HLF revealed that they would not fund other work that was precisely the 
same, but would consider a broader approach.  The outcome of putting our heads together 
was Cambridgeshire Roots.  In this 14 schools were introduced to local rural traditions, 
alongside the dance, story and traditions of India, West Africa and Poland, delivered by 
artists from those cultures.  These are not, of course, the only immigrant groups in the 
county but are representative of some of the major ones.  Pupils learned the dances and 
other aspects of 3 of the 4 cultures and brought their work together in a large festival 
alongside an exhibition that visited libraries and museums and a publication that went to 
everyone taking part.  All of the schools learnt molly dance as the basic component 
alongside which to study the traditions of others. We feel this is a very important step and 
acknowledgement that the basis of multicultural education is the knowledge of our own 
traditions. At the festival nearly 600 pupils molly danced together, undoubtedly the largest 
number ever to perform our dance at the same time. 
 
Although we have now been involved in what are certainly some of the largest projects 
teaching traditional performance dance, we still feel that we are learning every day.  Despite 
the fact that we taught over 1000 pupils over 3-month periods, we’re still amazed at how 
good they can be; we now teach the most difficult of our dances, although the main 
repertoire is still the collected dances.  We’ve found out a range of ways that we can learn 
about the traditions in the places we visit; for example, school logbooks are a treasure trove 
of records and one school has over 40 references to Plough Monday1.  These show how 
pupils were absent on this day, and it is rather ironic that HLF has been funding a 
celebration of mass truancy, but we didn’t include that in our bid! 
 
 
We thought that was the end of it, but... 
 

                                                
1
 Plough Monday is the first Monday after Twelfth Night.  In the east of England the farm-workers were 

supposed to return to work on this day, so they didn’t!  In many places they paraded through the 
streets, pulling a plough and would perform in a variety of ways in front of the homes of the better off.  
In Cambridgeshire and Norfolk they would molly dance. If they were not rewarded with food or drink, 
or preferably money, it is said that the “ploughboys” would draw a furrow across the front garden of 
the miserly.  In many places school children would join in.  This is often recorded in the logbooks kept 
by headteachers, as in this quote from the school in the village of Benwick, Cambridgeshire: 

“1900, January 8th 
Plough Monday: 27 boys absent in large room and 25 girls. Total for school, 81 Present and 92 

Absent.” 

By trawling through the logbooks one can see evidence of the tradition beginning to die out:   

1907, January 7th 

Weather & roads & droves improved: 204 children present. W Yorke visited bringing one ploughboy in 

all his war paint. The day seems to be less recognised year by year: we have had as many as 40 boys 
absent. 
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At one of the performances of molly etc in the village of Benwick as part of the Roots project 
one child's grandparents approached us.  Mrs. Edwards said, "we used to call it 
ploughwitching when we were young."  Our response reflected the fact, as we thought, that 
Plough Monday had died out as a custom in East Anglia in the 1930s, and Mrs Edwards 
obviously grew up in the 1950s/1960s.  I think it's fair to say that no one else who studies 
these things knew that in the Ramsey area the children carried on with the custom for so 
long. They taught us also how to sing the song written in Sybil Marshall's "Fenland 
Chronicle". At the conclusion of the Roots project we spoke with the 2 schools in the Ramsey 
area and they decided to apply for a joint project. 
 
This project was called "Ploughwitches and Strawbears", reflecting the fact that the Plough 
Monday events in Ramsey included a Straw Bear, similar to the one in Whittlesey.  Working 
with just 2 schools over 2 years made us realise just how good primary age pupils can get at 
molly.  Pupils performed for their own communities but also in the Festival Hall, at the 
Association of Festival Organisers Conference, at the launch of a major cultural event in 
Cambridgeshire, at Towersey Festival and twice at the National Folk Centre of Belgium in 
Dranouter.  There are lots of examples on YouTube of the standard they reached; entering 
Ramsey’s ‘Mucky Porter’ is an excellent example. 
 

At the conclusion of each project we have thought that was it, but - as a result of Nicky 
Stockman's creative ideas as to how to extend the work - we're still going.  We have had 
success helping schools and organisations, county councils and museums, apply for a further 
6 long-term HLF projects.  Some of the schools have valued the work so much that they pay 
for us to come back for a whole term's work each year; so that over this period we have 
taught for a whole term in over 70 schools and probably as many as 4000 pupils have 
learned their local dance to a level where they have performed really well by any standards. 

 
If people are looking to do the same as we have it is important to develop a range of skills.  
We have included molly dance in projects that were based around local stories and traditions 
so we have had to develop storytelling and research skills.  Nicky has developed her song 
repertoire and now writes songs based around the traditions that children also perform.  One 
aspect that developed organically was work based on the First World War.  In many projects 
we studied the local war memorial as, in many communities in the Fens, the traditions died 
out at the time of the war.  So those named on the memorials were probably the last 
generation to molly dance, go out on Plough Monday etc.  As a result we gradually became 
"experts" on the war experience of the Cambridgeshire and Norfolk ploughboys.  We have 
now been involved in 4 long-term projects about the war, its effects on both local people 
and traditions.  Some of those children we now take to Flanders where they perform at and 
with local schools and visit the places their predecessors died. 
 
Despite my legs and feet being damaged by years of molly dance and smashing feet down 
on concrete I still love the work and long may it continue. 
 
Gordon Phillips 

June 2015 

 
 
Gordon Phillips is a multicultural education adviser/consultant.  He started Norfolk Our World Festivals 
17 years ago, the longest running series of multicultural festivals for pupils in Rural Britain, with over 
50 festivals and more than 100,000 attendees.  He has also been the dance teacher of Ouse Washes 
Molly Dancers since the early 1980s. 
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   All photo credits – Gordon Phillips 
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DERT 2015  
 

Rapper dancing is DERT LUSH. 
 
For those from the Bristol area this is an obvious play on 
words on “gert lush”.  The urban dictionary 
(www.urbandictionary.com) has this to say: gert lush is 
the highest form of praise that can be given to anything by 
a Bristolian, and it gives the example: 
"Yer, joo see that gawd necklace she wuz werren? Fucken 
gert lush wunnet?" 
 
For those not (yet) initiated into the rapper fraternity, DERT is Dancing England Rapper 
Tournament 1 - the annual competition of rapper teams.  Competition?  Eh? You mean with 
judges and scores and everything?  Yes, yes, I know that morris dancing is not usually 
competitive in that way, apart from the jig competition at Sidmouth Folk Week, and team 
members chatting on the sidelines comparing their own team with other teams in the “we 
can jump higher than them” or the “flipping heck they are good” kind of way. . 
 

So the rapper subset of Crook Morris (from Kendal in Cumbria) is at 
DERT 2015 in Bristol; this year it is hosted - and admirably organised 
– by Edwin Dyson and Martin Hanley of Northgate Rapper.  They 
have a Lego theme going on and have created images of Lego rapper 
dancers in the kits for all the teams at DERT.  Classy.  And brilliant 
too, because several teams have taken it further and created person-
sized Lego rapper dancers who dance in their ‘just-for-fun’ dance in 
the evening showcase. 
 
Most rapper teams just do rapper, but Crook Morris is a morris team 
and for some reason (lost in the dancing mists of time) found itself 
with an embarrassment of rapper swords – 4 sets in fact, made by 
the master rapper sword maker, the inimitable Frank Lee, in his early 

phase 2.  But very little rapper actually happening;  that is, until the brothers Dan and Sam 
Mason join the team, and bring with them their wealth of knowledge of teaching rapper at 
Folk Camp.  Fast forward a couple of years and here we are at DERT.  Again.  And the 
competition is just as scary as the first time we entered… which is only last year. 
 
The competition is organised into leagues (like in football) – it has 3 
leagues – Premier (the best), Championship, and Open, with around 9 
teams in each league.  New teams go in the Open league.  Last year, 
Crook Morris entered for the first time and quite astounded ourselves 
by winning the Open, the Best Newcomer, and the Sword Dance Union 
prize for the Best-team-who-don’t-do-rapper-as-their-primary-dance-
form.  This year, we have been bumped up to the next league – the 
Championship – so no chance of winning it, but we have a reputation to 
uphold! 
 
First off, everyone gets a warm-up dance (not judged) and we do ours 
between Stone Monkey Sword Dancers and Thrales Rapper – just 2 of 
the best rapper teams on the planet.  No pressure then.  Our dance 

                                                
1
 Rapper is the last remaining dance style in the ‘Dancing England’ suite of dance styles, which ended 

long before my rapper career; please ask a Morris or EFDSS historian if you want to find out more. 
 
2
 Our sets are in the early teens by Frank’s set numbering, and he has now made over 300 sets! 
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goes reasonably well, so we feel simultaneously inadequate and relieved to have got through 
it without incident. 
 
Then the judging begins.  All teams have to dance in 6 well-chosen pubs around Bristol, with 
2 judges in each pub.  The first judges are happy smiley people and they seem to enjoy the 
harmony singing we start with and are still smiling by the end of our dance.  Phew!  The rest 
of the day becomes a bit of a blur, with some judges not smiling at all (you know who you 
are, Melanie) and others more receptive.  Frank Lee is one of the judges, so we try really 
hard not to let him down or break any of his carefully hand-crafted swords.  Sometimes it 
goes well and sometimes not quite so well.  And when it goes not quite so well we try not to 
put on our startled ‘rapper faces’ but that’s a bit of a challenge for Martyn Harvey. Dancers 
Lynne Kingston & Angie Ward and musicians Chris Malkin & Freddy Porter keep their cool all 
day but are just as scared as the rest of us on the inside. 
 
In morris, when things go not so well, you can just smile, and go back to a spare place.  But 
not so in rapper.  Oh no.  In rapper you are attached to 2 other people all the time.  Just 
one wrong turn by one person can leave the team in a right pickle, and getting out of 
messes needs the likes of Dan and Sam to work out what to do and convey it to the rest of 
us without letting go of a sword. 
 
Somehow we get through the 
day of being judged in pubs, 
admiring the other teams 
that perform while we wait 
our turn. 
 
And so to the evening do, 
where teams can relax and 
dance whatever they like.  
Just before we go on, we are 
asked to wait while Frank Lee 
(who also lives in Cumbria) is 
presented with a Medal from 
the Sword Dance Union, and 
as their citation says “Frank 
Lee; dancer, musician and 
especially Sword Engineer 
because frankly, without him 
the modern rapper dance as we 
know it would not exist.” 1  It 
makes us humble.   
 
The winners of the 3 leagues are: Newcastle Kingsmen Sword Dancers (Premier); Silver 
Flame (Championship) and newly-formed Medlock Rapper (Open).  And Crook Morris hold on 
to the Sword Dance Union prize which makes us proud.   Now for a lot of beers. 
 
So if you fancy a grand day out watching the country’s top rapper teams, plus a few morris 
teams doing rapper on the side, get along to DERT 2016 in Manchester (or MCR for short) - 
hosted by the newly-formed Medlock Rapper who will be busy worker bees from now until 
then: https://www.facebook.com/rappertournament  
 

Pauline Woods-Wilson 

Ancient Mountaineer, Crook Morris  

July 2015 

                                                
1
 http://www.sworddanceunion.org.uk/a-mr-frank-lee-was-awarded-some-sort-of-sword-type-badge-

at-dert-2015-in-bristol-whoda-thunk-it/ 

Crook Morris - Double-tumble and 3-legged Ancient Mountaineer  
Lynne, Sam, Pauline, [Martyn’s right leg], Dan, Angie. 

Photo: Jen Wilson 
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Communication between Teams 

 

…. more what you’d call ‘guidelines’ than actual rules: 
 
We live in a golden age of speedy messaging and instant replies. It has never been easier to 
communicate with other morris teams. Or has it?  
 
At a time when the tools of communication are rapidly improving, why are we struggling to 
keep up with the pace of change when it comes to our own communication skills? In a 
morris career that spans two decades, I have never been more aware that teams are failing 
to communicate effectively; this is, surely, A Bad Thing. Teams complain that e-mails go 
unanswered by their own members and by other sides. Event organisers complain that 
teams let them down at increasingly short notice. 
 
So what is the answer to our communication difficulties? I propose some guidelines for 
teams to consider when thinking about communication. 
 
SEND OUT INVITATIONS IN GOOD TIME. 
Some teams consider invitations as they arrive; others will wait for a meeting in which their 
calendar is planned out. If you want to invite other teams to your event, get your invitations 
out early. Remember that the dancing year is not dissimilar to an academic year so 
September/October time is a pretty good bet for the first round of invitations. 
 
MAKE YOUR INVITATIONS OFFICIAL.  
We’ve all had those lovely chats over the summer that end with this phrase; “It was so nice 
to dance with you, we must meet up next year at our day/weekend of dance”. Beware these 
verbal niceties! The person you are talking to might not be in a position to speak for the 
whole team and their suggestion may never come to fruition. Don’t plan your calendar on 
hearsay. 
 
RESPOND TO AN INVITATION IMMEDIATELY. 
Even if the only thing you say is, “Thanks for the invitation. I’ll ask the team and get back to 
you as soon as I can”, do so. This will re-assure the host side that your e-mail 
address/Facebook account/comments page actually works. If you are the sort of team who 
has a calendar planning meeting, you can say at this point when an invitation will receive an 
official reply. 
 
THEN RESPOND TO THE INVITATION PROPERLY. 
Ask the musicians first. If they’re not interested, you haven’t got a side. Write back 
immediately and say so, which means that the host team can ask someone else. Then ask 
the rest of your side and, if you have to, set a guillotine on the discussion so that you don’t 
leave it too long before giving an answer. Again, if it turns out you can’t go, you need to 
give the host team/event a chance to change their plan. 
 
WORD YOUR REPLY CAREFULLY.  
Beware this reply; “I’m really sorry that we cannot make your event but please do invite us 
again next year.” This has one of two meanings; either you genuinely can’t make it and 
really do want to come in future or you have no intention of ever going to the event and just 
don’t want to seem rude. Try to find another way of responding so that your meaning is 
clear. The other problem with this particular response is that it can lead to teams who then 
assume that the invitation will be forthcoming next year: don’t count on it (see above about 
official invitations). 
 
BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR.  
If you tout for an invitation, make sure that you are 100% committed to fulfilling it when it 
does come. (By the way, this includes saying ‘please invite us again’ as well as asking for a 
specific invitation to an event.) It also means making sure that you ask for the invitation 
using your official spokesperson. 
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DON’T WAIT FOR A BETTER OFFER.  
Whilst you are waiting for something more interesting - or more lucrative or more 
prestigious - to arrive in the inbox, the teams and events who invited you in the first place 
are waiting for your response. Whilst they are waiting for you, they cannot invite someone 
who ‘does’ want to spend the day/evening with them and they may be beginning to book 
transport, food or accommodation based on the fact you are supposed to be there. (And if 
you do drop out of the event, try not to post pictures of the better offer on social media!) 
 
IF YOU ARE A TART, HAVE SOME GROUND RULES. 
 Tarts are a blessing and a curse; they can be the team members that make or break an 
event so if you dance with multiple teams, it doesn’t matter what your system for prioritising 
invitations is, so long as you are consistent and your teams know where they stand. You 
might have a home team that takes precedence or one team may rely on you more. You 
might take things on a first-come-first-served basis. But, whatever your system, once you 
are committed to an event, you should stay committed (see above about better offers). 
 
REMEMBER THAT COMMUNICATION NEEDS TO HAPPEN WITHIN TEAMS TOO. 
 In order for your secretary/bag/organiser to respond to invitations, every team member has 
to play a part. They cannot say yes if there isn’t a team to attend the event so everyone 
needs to answer as soon as they can, especially if the answer is no. Also, if you have 
questions about an event that might impact on your attendance, ask them rather than wait 
for them to become a problem. That said, it is up to the secretary to ensure that they are 
open to as many channels of communication as possible. In an age of e-mail, Facebook 
pages and team’s own websites, we should remember that face to face communication is 
probably still the best way of getting information across. It is simply not good enough to 
assume that the e-mail you sent weeks ago is still in someone’s inbox or that it has been 
fully read and understood. As secretary, you should also ensure that you pass on ALL of the 
information that you have; if the other team has deemed it necessary to tell you, then it 
probably ought to be passed on. 
 
WE ALL KNOW THAT LIFE INTERVENES.  
There is nothing much you can do when a family wedding pops up with less than a month’s 
notice. It’s a pain when your Achilles starts to play up in the run-up to a big event. All we 
can do to mitigate against these problems is to try not to accept an event unless there is 
some contingency in the team. This means that the organisers of the team need to know the 
team well, in order to respond effectively to invitations; who often suffers with injury, who is 
likely to find weekend events difficult because of work schedules and who hasn’t told 
everyone they’re pregnant and therefore can’t commit to the end of the season gigs. A host 
side or event organiser may not complain if you drop out at short notice through unforeseen 
circumstances but it really helps if you can be as upfront as you can when you accept an 
event where numbers are tight. 
 
WAGs and HABs SHOULD KNOW THEIR PLACE.  
I say this as a dancer and a WaG. What looks like a great team on paper at the start of the 
day can be scuppered in the afternoon by the team’s partners. It’s lovely to go with your 
partner to a morris event, enjoy another part of the country and meet some new people. 
You must remember, however, that the reason you are there is because your partner is 
dancing there as part of a team - so you should not interfere with the running of the team 
any more than Victoria Beckham would take David off for cream tea in a cute little café near 
the ground at half time in an England match. 
 
A Seasoned Observer 

July 2015 
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More Hidden Treasures 
 
Following the article on morris postcards that Andy Turner 1 wrote last year, he has supplied 
a shorter link if you want to access them 
 
http://bit.ly/turnerpostcards 
 
Two more that I found rather appealing are reproduced here. 
 

 
 

Perse Morris at Parkers Piece on 1 May 1915 – dance tentatively identified as Old Woman tossed up 

 
 

 
 

The Morris Dancers Waddesdon July 9th 1908’ 

                                                
1
 Morris Matters Volume 33 Number 2 
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The Pagans are Coming . . . 
 

Some twenty years ago I was trying to find a hall for a Morris side to practice in.  I finally 
found a hall that was available on the required evening and the booking secretary was quite 
keen until I explained I wanted it for a Morris dance group to practice in I was told: 

 
“Oh, I’m sorry but I don’t think that sort of thing is really appropriate” 
“What sort of thing is that?” I asked. Thinking she was worried about the floor I 
added, “We wear trainers not boots or anything heavy.  We wouldn’t mark the floor” 
It seems it was a different sort of markings on the floor she was worried about, 
“Well,” she replied somewhat hesitantly, “it’s all pagan stuff isn’t it.  I don’t think the 
church would want to be seen to be encouraging it.” 
 

I tried to explain that the origins of Morris had nothing to do with Celtic or Saxon pre-
Christian rituals or fertility rites but all in vain.  I put the phone down quietly cursing all 
those Morris sides that have spouted this sort of guff in their publicity on the basis that it 
goes down well with the audience.  Of course it is really the fault of those 19th century 
antiquarians and folk lore collectors who made the original assumptions because that is what 
they were looking for. 
 
Since then a lot of headway seems to have been made by the revisionists in explaining that 
Morris originated in the later medieval court dances and masques.  At least I thought so, 
until I noticed over the past few years that the pagan interpretation is creeping back - like 
some spectre that can never be quite laid to rest. Really it is neo-paganism.  It is not that 
the old ways of nature worship or pre-Christian gods have continued - it is a recreation of 
what people think it might have been like: a sort of sanitised, Disneyfied paganism that has 
grown out of the Hippy, New Age movement.   
 
The first sign was of people turning up at May Day events in outfits more outlandish than 
those of the Morris dancers.  From being spectators they became participants - scattering 
petals over the dance area and then reciting prayers, incantations and faux Celtic blessings.   
There is a risk that the wider public will assume a link between Morris and paganism by 
association if we participate in the same events. 
 
The biggest problems though are the Morris sides that reflect neo-pagan influences.  Since 
there is no historical link, these sides have created their own.  They are mostly found 
amongst Border sides but have started creeping into Cotswold style sides as well.  With the 
rag coats and generally outlandish costumes, Border Morris lends itself to the sense of 
“otherness”, particularly when masks and painted faces are added.  Also the tradition is 
much looser in terms of the dance style and there seems a greater willingness to create 
dances rather than sticking to the collected dances as is the case with a lot of Cotswold 
sides.  So neo-pagan sides can create their own style and approach while continuing, or 
claiming, to be Morris dancers. 
 
But it is not so much the outfit as the dances – or rather the introductions.  Dress how you 
want, people will think it is just being outlandish and part of the spectacle; dance any 
pattern you want (even pentagrams) most audiences, including other Morris sides, will 
probably not notice.  Name the dance what you will, few will remember what it was called.  
No, to make the connection clear to all they insist on giving a long, involved explanation of 
the dance and the legend it is supposed to represent. Some of these introductions seem to 
be longer than the dance they precede.  
 
Most of this goes over the heads of the audiences but what remains is the association 
between Morris and Paganism, so, having spent years trying to convince people that there is 
no association, here we are promoting it.  Many, possibly most, sides are not part of this 
neo-Pagan movement but we are likely to be labelled as such simply by association.  I have 
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nothing against modern day pagans but I just wish they would create their own stuff rather 
than trying to appropriate other traditions. 
 
So how do you spot these cuckoos in the nest?  Here is a simple test you can apply to any 
side you see that you suspect might have neo-pagan tendencies.  Simply answer “Yes” or 
“No” to each question, awarding one point for a “Yes” and nothing for a “No”: 
 
1. Irrespective of the dance style, does the outfit look like a Border Morris side? 

2. Is the main colour black or green? 

3. Do they wear masks or paint their faces? 

4. Does the mask/face decoration include crescent moons, stars, cobwebs, pentagrams 

or hexagrams? 

5. Is the side named after an ancient Egyptian / Celtic / Nordic / Teutonic / Anglo-Saxon 

god, goddess or other mythical figure(s)? 

6. Are any of the dances named after an ancient Egyptian / Celtic / Nordic / Teutonic / 

Anglo-Saxon god, goddess or other mythical figure(s)? 

7. Are any of the dance patterns based on a pentagram or hexagram? 

8. Do any of the dances have an introduction that involves more than the name of the 

dance, the name of the tune, the tradition the dance comes from and, possibly, a 

one-line joke? 

9. Do any of the dances have an introduction that takes longer than the dance itself? 

10. Do any of the dances not have the standard figure / chorus / figure structure? 

Any score over six I suggest you reach for your bell, book and candle.   

 

Long Lankin 

July 2015 

 

PS:  I was also asked about my views on Belly Dancers, particularly why they are always 
included in dance spots at Folk Festivals.  Personally I have no problem with such dance 
troupes, except that I do get a sharp pain at the back of the head if I watch them for too 
long and my wife sees me.  I suppose the festival organisers just treat them as another 
dance group, as they would Latvian folk dancers or a team of African tribal dancers, and 
want to give the audiences a bit of variety in the dancing. There is nothing, as far as I am 
aware, in the Morris Organisations' rule books to say that Morris sides should not share 
spots with other types of traditional dance.  
 
What I do have an issue with, while we are talking about likes and dislikes, is drum and 
samba bands in the processions at folk festivals.  The noise they produce makes it 
impossible for any dancers within 100 yards to hear their own music.  I once asked why 
such bands could not be all put together at the front or the back of the procession, only to 
be told that then each band would not be able to hear itself above the other.  No thought at 
all for the dance groups that have to fit around them! 

 

 

Editors note: 

I asked Long Lankin about the belly dancing because I puzzle over the public perception of 

how belly dancing fits in with morris – the episode that made me bemused was when our 

local paper reported on the May Day dancing at a pub – the dancers had included a male 

Cotswold side, a female North West side and a belly dancing group: the picture in the paper 

the following week captioned, ‘Morris dancers welcome in the summer’ (or similar phrase) 

was of ….the belly dancers.  

 



Morris Matters                              Volume 34, Number 2                                                  July 2015 

 18 

 

End Notes 
 
At my team’s 40th anniversary tour, we watched several old videos of the teams that were 
around in the late’70s and early ‘80s and commented, among other things, on the speed of 
dancing.  While looking through the EFDSS online archive I noted a letter from Rolf Gardiner 
to Maud Karpeles commenting on the speed of dances performed by the Morris Ring as 
being standardised at 152 to 160 beats per minute (which seems incredibly fast to me).  His 
feeling was that Sharp had collected and suggested various speeds, depending on the 
tradition and nature of the dance – to range from 72 to 176 beats a minute –and Sharp 
indeed used metronome markings. Lionel Bacon’s handbook gives these and they vary from 
about 72 to 132 1.   Roy Dommett 2 cited 96 as the normal morris speed although noting 72 
was possible (eg Shropshire Bedlams). In my morris watching early days I used to stand 
and watch teams with an eye on my wristwatch, counting steps and finding a range from 60 
beats per minute (Old Spot) to over 100 beats per minute (Albion).  The slower speeds tend 
only to be attainable by very fit dancers!! 
 
I found also the following notes in Sharp’s morris book which was one of the ‘bibles’ we 
looked to in the early days – among which are the lines, “No great violence will be done to 

tradition so long as the dance is performed by members of one sex only; none but the 

pedant, indeed, would on this score debar women from participation in a dance as 

wholesome and as beautiful as the Morris”, also “a women’s Morris must always be of the 

nature of a free translation rather than an exact reproduction of the traditional dance” and 

finally, “As regards children, it should be remembered that the Morris makes great demands 

upon the physique and that it may be harmful to the immature. Where girls and boys and 

concerned the dance should, therefore, be used with discretion”. I guess a lot of the teams 

now dancing never read those bits!   I’ll keep an eye out for those precautions while 

watching the jig competition this year. 

 

However well we perform, there are always some people who think morris is a joke art form 
– quote from a Val McDermid book: “He wouldn’t mind betting there wasn’t a dance venue 
within 20 miles of here. Unless it was Morris dancing, which was to dancing what the 
ploughman’s lunch was to food”.  Why do some people find it intrinsically necessary to mock 
our dances?    
 

Still, it’s nothing new………”Then martch this Heathen company towards the Church and 

Church yarde, their Pypers pyping, their Drummers thundering, their stumpes dauncing, 

their belles iyngling, their handkercheefes fluttering about their heades like the behauior of 

the Deuils band..”. (Philip Stubbs 3) 

 

 
Long Lankin mentions the difficulty in finding suitable practice venues – in this case it was 
the perception of morris as being pagan in origin but how many teams have difficulty in 
finding a hall for other reasons?  Can you find a hall where the owners are not too worried 
about what the effect of vigorous rapper stepping has on a floor after repeated sessions, 
somehow always gravitating to the same corner of the room?  How do you explain to the 
owners of a nice community centre the mysterious marks (not pagan) caused by the 
banging of sticks on a newly varnished wooden floor? 

 

                                                
1
 Morris Matters Volume 5 Number 4 – correspondence: John Swift 
2 Morris Matters Volume 1 Number 2 – “Playing for the Morris” 
3 Phillip Stubbs - Anatomy of the Abuses in England (1583) 
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Weekend Folk Retreats with Laurel Swift 
 
 
Folk musician Laurel Swift has an exciting new venture allowing musicians to get away and 
absorb themselves in relaxing folk music retreats. Hone your folk style and skills, build 
musical confidence and jam informally whilst surrounded by beautiful countryside and lovely 
people. Inspiring classes, homecooked food, informal sessions and country walks! 
 
  

Folk Fiddle Retreat 

 
4th – 6th September, Suffolk/Essex Border 
 
A small and friendly weekend for fiddle players, focusing on building confidence, playing in 
small and large groups, exploring options of what to play and improving tone, style, skills 
and repertoire. Violin, viola and cello players new to folk music also welcome.  
 
Stour Valley, Brantham, Suffolk - 1 hour from London by train 
 

 
 
 

Folk Music Retreat 

 
30th October – 1st November, Sussex 
 
A dynamic yet relaxing weekend for players of all instruments, focusing on improving 
ensemble skills through playing folk music. A chance to learn new tunes, and develop your 
style, and exploring great tunes in small and large groups. Plus walks on the South Downs 
with views of the sea!  
 
Telscombe, nr Brighton, Sussex 
 

 
www.laurelswift.co.uk for further information about planned activities, accommodation, etc. 
 
£150 for the full weekend including accommodation and meals. (£110 concessions)  
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