FORTY-SOMETHING MORRIS

Intro : It is very hard to generalise about something so inherently diverse as
morris sides but the more elderly should seek out and consider the lessons that
other comparable activity based clubs have found. Our weakness is that the
morris was fundamentally a peer group activity. But we are facing the issue of
generating and maintaining a small group to have a very wide age range, with no
common link other than the morris, and for which tradition provides little guide.
In the 19th century the dancers had other connections and sides seldom lasted
very long. This century the apparent continuity in sides is often a revitalisation
by waves of newcomers combined with the regular switching of the nominal
leadership under a constant team name. Is this really different?

Image : The difficulties can be made worse when the majority of a team is rather
self satisfied with their own performance standards and probably do not work
seriously on maintaining individual skills which will otherwise be declining with
age. Their experience makes it easy for them to pick up new material and they
probably have a large and diverse repertoire which is not intensively practiced.
The style of the social arrangements within the club and its outings is dictated by
their average personal circumstances, mostly being married with children and
other significant commitments. Also there are the subtle messages conveyed by
body language, the stiff torso, timings and effort, which are those of older
people, and which can be off putting. These things do not encourage younger
people. An age gap exists that has to be bridged. Twenty-something aged
performers need clear instruction on basics, a repertoire that can be grasped,
freedom to be enthusiatically involved and with few inhibiting reminders of
family or other hierarchal authority.

Integration : In my experience beginners of any age are too often seen as a
nuisance to the average member, to be managed by someone else rather than
integrated by everyone. If all the members do not feel a responsibility then what
hope is there? Most teams have an open door policy for people to join, yet treat
them as strangers. The practice of the morris is not very social, dancers are
united only by common objectives. Other organisations have a welcoming policy
and a positive get to know approach. So often the newcomer is going to be
reticent about their difficulties, can be slow to pick up confidence, and is told
little of what it is all about, all issues with which everyone can help, unless they
know no better as that was their early experience as well. There should be a
regular opportunity for a feedback from newcomers. Too frequently it leads to an
initial second class membership, with exclusion from some of the repertoire,
being asked to watch without being instructed about what, and the imposition of
rites of passage. It may have been acceptable many years ago when there was a
belief in a long term commitment and people expected to rise up through the club
in skills and responsibility, but it hardly appropriate today. Potential members
have to be attracted, invited, accepted and integrated into a peer group not based
on age, and which does not provides much support in their private life.

Elders : Traditional groups always appear to have some older members. It gives
them respectibility and limits excesses, as well as ensuring continuity and
providing a fund of practical advice. They develop and exhibit the skills needed
for the morris characters that take time to find and are the models for them on
which their successors will base their interpretations. They should be secure in
their position as a resource. Some authority must exist for essential tasks to be

done. There are a number of models for organisations with a minimum of rulers
or none at all.




Policy : For a club to exist is easy, but surviving the founding generation does
not happen automatically and it has to be planned and worked. Sides have to be
recruiting continuously from the first day, and with a clear integration policy.
Because it is often the club's social aspects that attract outsiders they need to
exposed to them and involved as an incentive to join. It should be the team's
responsibility to give the newcomer the same excitement as they had when they
first became involved. The growth of the number of clubs in the last twenty or so
years means that many older dancers started with a young peer group and not
through joining a long established team, yet are offering something different
without the necessary experience.

The growth in size of a club should not be a handicap. It is always possible to
form groups within a club without splitting, if the club belongs to everybody.
There are always the problems in any organisation of personality and policy
clashes which are thought of as more important than the club. The pursuit of
excellence appeals primarily to dancers who already have some initial experience.
The difficulty of recruiting based on the appeal of the quality of public
performance is that it can appear to be so daunting to attempt. The standard has
to appear to be achievable, so too demanding a morris can be self defeating in
this respect of long term existance. Once there is a decline there are other
problems in appearing attractive, we are all aware of teams past their sell by date.

Appeal : To be successful in recruiting it is my belief that what is offered has to
appeal to people in their twenties, therefore a team needs to encompass
appropriate younger attitudes and a significant gearing to their circumstances.
Unfortunately characteristically young behaviour probably does not appeal any
longer to many older performers, but it has to be accepted. There will adverse
pressure from older spouses. It means more than democratic equality, as it has to
be biased towards the people who are not yet members. It requires tolerance and
some sacrifices by the older dancers. It also means that the older less than fully
commited members cannot expect equal or preferential treatment unless they
have earned the respect implied.



