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Extract from a letter written by Barbara Butler, wﬁf“ Technical Officer in
July 1979 in answer to a query on the history of Women's Morris. ,
| A | ‘

The infermation compiled below is derived from the following sources:

1. Notes on the Revival of Women's Morris by Val Parker (précis of

. & chapter of the book she is writing on the ‘Nidtory of ‘Women's Morris).

2. Men only. Exploring the Myth of Exclusively Male Morris by Bill Benbury.
Published in the Newslettsr of the Hoy at Anchor Folk 6‘1u§. o

3» Spelsbury, Oxfordshire - From Percy Manning's Notes (Top Oxon.d.200
A . -Bodliam Library « Oxford).
b, Women and the Morris by Roy Dommett. T T

5« Letter by Roy Dommett to the Ed;%or of Bristol Folk News on Women's
Morris and the Suffragette Movement. T e '

6. The Morris Book by C.J. Sharp & H. MacIlwaine. Part 1, page 12 which
quotes T, Blount®s ‘Ancient Tenures 16?9‘.-" T

7¢ The Morris Dance in Herefordshire, Shropshire and Worcestershire,
by E.C. Cawte: EFDFSS Journal Reprint No. 13 1963. :

&

Roy's articleu looks at why there is such poor documentation of women dancing,

or why women did not attempt much Morris dancing in the past. ' He points t0-;,

the problem of the social structure. ' Women of 'good character' did mot ime ‘
volve themselves in public displays and workirg class girls, whether of '"good " or
'bad' character were usually in servics, working long hours with very littlefieer
time. (Roy does not mention this,ibwt I feel it -ought to be included here, ‘that
once a woman was married there was little or no birth control to free:her:fromrthe
yearly baby. Therefore, she was not physically in a position to dance for thei.
best part of the year. . T e e oy cae

He also looks at the prbblem' of dress; the crinoline and the bustle did not
exactly encourage the wearer to dance capers etcl ‘There was also the' problem
of unsuitable undergarments. Girls in the North-West of England. used tochang
up their clogs wheli the breasts developed because dancing became painful andng
embarrassing. With these social problems I suppose 'we are lucky to havesbhe
few references we have. T e s tgs
The first menticna seems to be in 1599 during will Kemp's 9-day marathon
'Morris Dance' as well as several young ladies joining him dancing along the way:
‘ : S S LE, PEET
"At Chelmsford, a Mayde not passing fourteen years of age.... made reguest
to her Master and Dame that she might dancé the Morvice with me.o. rtoufit
her with bells; besides she would have thé o6ld fashion: with napking on. 1 v
- her srmea: 'and to our lumps we fell. A whole hour she held outive.ln
‘ ~ RN
In 1625 Vihkenbooma painted a rustic scene of men and women ‘dancing the Morris.
The painting is currently in Lord Fitzwilliam's mansion on ‘Richmond Gbeede:r . "
s . : S L con Bhernse ! Greepe
The next reference I have is one made by Thomas Blount? in 1.6?9“:5.:1 his 'Ancient
Tenures of "Lend and Jocular Customs of Some Manors made Publick for!the Divession
of Some and Instruction of Others'. ° Hé refers to the Kidlington. (Ogfordshired »
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Lamb Ale, in which the lady of the Lamb (one of the v1llage g:u‘ls who had caught
»a’ freed: young laimb, - w:d:h her" hands- tied behind her back, at ‘the’ star‘t of the
celebrations)’ went' 1nto pmcesslon acccmpan:.ed by a;" "Morlsco Dance of ﬁen and
anothey -of Womeéh"s -~ T
“The next ‘:"'“’é5:'&1*&3:'1%~ I founda’ was to a gravestone, m t:;;xe vn.llage of w,;l.lley in
Shropéh:.re. It is dated 1756 and relates to one ﬁ Margery Br:Lder 'who
~dancéd 'with‘the. Morris-dancers:the: year before's - She is ‘éupposed to have
“.reached:dn inéredible 113 years, but’since one of the local men's Hides was

supposed to have an average age of 103,.1 don‘t _think. the m;:rohable age can
be taken to d:.sprove the whole engrav:.ng. "
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. Jompifg to 18242 & 3 ‘o the Fecollectioh 6f ond John éorbétt who in 1894 told
of the women dancing on the church tower at Spelsbury somé 70 fyeé"r% earlier,
they used to dance on Whit Monday and, were mestly farmers' daughters between
eighteen and twenty years olde They wore head-dresses of ribbons and flowers,
.short skirts to. shqw.the hells. on- their legs "(these:bells were:the: 8dme.kind

o @8 .worn by the male dancers) and carried white handkerchiefs..® ‘A .clown '

., op 'sqm.re' wen'g(‘wlth them and.a man playing. a_ pipe and taboun. .. Mp; :Corbett

) records .the names of gix. cf them. L. wr o ba ‘,;f{,.j, e el wyimge b

In 19Ig " (George Butterworth reco:cdgd ;n hJ. Mdzary af’eyer a va.s:.t-f w K:.rtlmgton
“'in Oxfordshire that . .he saw g;he girls use-the 'Forest Feather' a fx:amwork of
st:.cks deaked m.th r:.bbons, -which. wqre detgehable rin a, ’set dance-' PR
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In 18955 Mary Neal and Emmeline Peth:.ck founded the Esperance Club in London.
During working hours the girls were seamstresses at ' Maison Esperance', but
Mary Neal decided they needed healthy leisure activities and so she organised
Morris Dancing. = (I have several photographs of the Esperance Women and the
g:irls dancing in white dreﬁ\ea and bonnets, do:.ng stick and handkerchief dances.

Roy thinks that from the atmosphere of the t:me Sharp broke with Neal and the
Esperance women, not because they were women dancing the Morris, but more because
of her involvement with the suffragettes and his involvement in intermal politics
as to who controlled the folkworld in Bmgland. The 1914~18 war took many men away
leaving only girls' teams in the North-West of England and these developed and
flour:.shed into the "Carn:wal" or "Fluffy" Morris of today2.

A year or so ago I met in Bath a lady named Mrs. Barbara Cooper, who had danced
as a girl ‘at the end of the 1920's, early 1930's with the Headington Quarry Morris
Dancers. Apparently the public performances were put on by only the men's side
but, at practice, the sets were of mixed sex and were taught by "Young'" Mr. Kimber.

In the 1930's Sam Bennett of Ilmington tried to revive his village side but, because
the men were not interested he taught the women and children to dance. The Women's
Morris Pederation holds photographs of these ladies in mob caps, .white bemdkerchiefs,
aprons and print or white dresses. One of the children is now Mrs. Brenda Sparrow
who now dances with Somerset Maids Morris (my side) and her family were friendly
-with the Bennetts. Arnold Wocdley, one of the Bampton Squirés, remembers watching
. the women in wh:.te dresses, dancing when he was a lad.

Continued. oo
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My next reference is the much mls-quoted address of Wllllam Kluber te the

' Rlng 1n 1961. The first part of this quote is often used by some-.men to

say women did not dance but, the rest goes on to tell of women danc;ng.
. MeeeDid I think women aught. to dance the Morris or did I know if women
ever did the Morrls?"

,“"Let me. tell you thererwas some. dancers there as would whack haif the
_men at danclng jigs.” Old Jemima Smith - she'd challenge any of: 'em,"

"You- say should women" dance the Morris?..." ot F e Coon ‘"i‘

"Now who started the Morris in London in the flrst place and would
. there have been any Morris at all in. London if it hadn't been fer the
‘ulad;es?.‘....f e .

, (referring presumably to Neai). ,e',:;, 413:yl L

.
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'Au;Flnally I turn to. referenné (l), in ‘1971 -~ Bath Clty Women started danclng

Morris at first in private, then in public¢."  The first: *dances were Whlte

-~Ladies’ . Aston-(Border Merris); - Keswick (North-West Morris)i" Ilmlngton "énd

Wheatley. They were followed in 1972 by the formation 6 Cardiff’ Ladies,
then England's Glory (Cheltenham); Oxford and Blackmoor (Chelmsford and
since then disbanded ‘through lack of numbers).‘ ‘Now at- the beginning of 1979

- there are 52 women's sides, members of the Women's Morr1s Federatlon whxch

was formedin 1973. There dre now'more sides and to’ my kriowledge there are

L - - L w o

about thlrteen non-member women 8 sldes. TR
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