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MORRIS DANCTNG AT SPELSBURY : AN ANALYTICAL ESSAY:
' Keith Chandler

Despite a dearth of available source material there is
evidence of the performance of morris dancing in Oxfordshire
and portions of the contigu?us_counties from at least the date
of the Restoration onwards. ' Most often performed at
Whitsuntide it offered at least a small group of manual
labourers in many communities a degree of cultural diversion
and the chance to reap some tangible benefit from their more
affluent neighbours,, in a society where such possibilities were
normally restricted.”" The greater proportion of historical
evidence has bbvious]y passed from memory unregorded, as with
numerous other expressions of plebian culture,”’ yet even the
limited amount of collecting 6f morris-related material during
the two decades prior to the first world war has uncovered the
existence of more than one hundred communities within the area
under discussion whichufielded a morris team at one stage or
another prior to 1914, °

The extent to which women have been active participants in
traditional morris dance sides has apparently been minimal. In
all but three of the recorded instances the performers have
been unequivocally male and this has given rise to the cgrrent
mythology of morris dancing as a strictly male preserve.”’
Historically the role of women has been largely that of child-
bearer, mother and home keeper, although there is considerable
evidence which reveals more tangible forms of female contribution
to the family economy. Sometimes this has taken the form of
agricultural labourer but is most often manifest in Oxfordshire
at least in the form of domestic labour such as weaving and glove-
making. " The very nature of morris dancing in a communi ty 7
context, usually peripatetic and involving a tour of the locality’”
meant that the performers were frequently absent from home during -
the period of activity and this obviously restricted the
participation of women, especially where children were a factor.
The known exceptions to the notion of the morris as a male
prerogative concern the performance of women before marriage.

As early as 1679, Thomas Blount reported of the festivities

associated with the 'Lamb Ale' at Kidlington: ’
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... on Monday after Whitson [sic] week, there_is a f?t live’
Lamb provided, and the Maids of the Town, havgng their thumbs
ty'd behind them run after it, and she that with her.mouth.takes
and holds the Lamb, is declared Lady of the Lamb, which being
dress'd before the Lady and her Companions to the Green,
attended with Musick and a Morisco Dance of Men, and an9ther of
Women, where the gest of the day is spent in dancing, mirth

and merry glee... '

At Blackwell in Warwickshire, the collector Cecil Sharp was
told in 1909 that at one time the village had gossessed three
sets of morris dancers, ‘girls, lads and men.'”" One of these
latter dancers, Tom Harris, elaborated on this statement and
revealed that,

. some of the Gardiner girls {(Tom's sisters) Siller, Prue,
etc. used to dance, 'put on their brothers breeches, just for ‘
a game and cut ?bl their manoeuvres in fine style. - They weren't
so proud then.,' °°

Tom Gardiner denied this]?tatement to the point of being
'very indignant - No Women!' "* although here we may be
observing a distortion of the evidence on the part of the.
informant for a number of possible reasons. These might include
possible embarassment that his sisters should have begn involved,
or perhaps a desire to communicate to the obviously middle-
class collector that the informant's perception of the role of
women was rather more gentilé” than that which prevailed around
the middle of the previous century, when the girls would have
been active as dancers. Here'again, the use of the term 'girls'
rather than 'women' implies that unmarried females were paftici—
pating in one of the morris sets at Blackwell. This material,
confusing as it may be, does suggest that this team was of
limited duration.

In a discussion of the sexual division of the dancers in the
community morris, Cecil Sharp observed of the sides at both
Blackwell and Spelsbury,

These are the only exceptions that | have met with to
the general rule that the Morris was a man's dance.
And in.each case, be it noted, the experiment was
short-liveqzand regarded as a joke rather than as a
precedent. '




The tenor of his comments were, however, coloured on the one
hand by his middle-class values and perceptions, and on the other
by his altercation with Mary Neal1§nd the adherents to the
philosophy of the Esperance Guild,”” and while they may indeed
be applicable to the female morris at Blackwell they most
certainly do not accord with the available evidence from
Spelsbury.

Buring the last decade of the nineteenth century Percy
Manning, an Oxford antiquarian, hired Thomas Carter of St. Clements
to visit a number of villages in Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire
in order to collect historican information and old relics of
the traditional morris. At Spelsbury in 1894 Carter was told
by John Corbett, then aged eighty-eight, that,

About 70 years-ago a set of women Morris dancers used
to dance on Whit Monday. They were mostly farmers
daughters, girls of 18-20, and were under the escort
of a man, who looked after them ... Their names were
Elizabeth Fowler, Sarah Fowler, Jane Hern, Mary Knight,
Charlotte Cross, MarYMCarling. Squire - Robert

Tacket of Charlbury. °°

Cecil Sharp visited the village about twenty years later
and had from Edward Mitchell, aged seventy-nine and a native of
Spelsbury, information to the effect that,

There used to be a side of man and also one of women at
Spelsbury. He never saw the women dance because he was
not old enough when they gave up. The women stopped
dancing nearly 80 years ago ... The women wore bells
the same as the men. They were the three misses Fowler,
daughters of a farmer and three labourer's daughters,
Anna Smith, Martha Corbett and one named Collin ...
They had a fiddler and also a man with pipe and tabor.
Both sides preferred the latter, but when they danced
at the same time - which was not often - we had to be
content Y%th the fiddler. All young women and all
single. ’ :

On the same day Sharp was told by Rachel Sturdy, aged
eighty-five, that she remembered women dancing but she was

'too young to dance herself, They were all young women ?gout
18. Eventually they all got married and that stopped it.' ~°
L,

N

",

Percy Manning also notes in his manuscript, 'Feast on WhiF MO”??Y
(c.1825). Women morris dancers with pipe and tabot. Squire'. "

A synthesis of this evidence allows us to offer a reasonably
accurate date for the existence of the female team at Spelsbury.
If Rachel Sturdy, born about 1827, remembered the women dancing
while Edward Mitchell, born about 1833, did not, then the team
must have disbanded about 1830, or perhaps a little later; while
Manning's dates (circa 1814 and circa 1825) suggest an earlier
period at which the female morris side was extant. Far from
being, as Sharp thought, a 'joke', the material offers evidence
of a serious and socially-accepted dance set with an existence
spanning perhaps a decade or more within then-living memory.
Teams of dancers of both sexes may have been active in the
community at an even earlier date and have already been lost
to memory by the time of the collecting activity.

An analysis of the biographical material available on those
women known to have danced may be useful in establishing a
chronology and may be summarised as follows:

Name Date of Date of
Baptism Marriage

Mary Coulling 180718' 1821

Martha Corbett ca 1811 1833

Charlotte Cross - 1803 1821

Elizabeth Fowler , 1824

Sarah Fowler 1805

Mary Fowler ? 13. 1826

Mary Knighf ca 18107

Hannah Smith ca 1811

The parish registers have not yet been deposited but | have
consulted a complete set of Bishop's Transcripts, o 0which the
membrane for 1805-6 is damaged but largely legible.” " The
baptisms of Elizabeth Fowler, Mary Fowler, Mary Knight, Hannah
Smith and Martha Corbett were not found. At the date of the
1841 census Hannah Smith was recorded as being aged thirty,
which given that the enumerators were instructed to round down
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to the neifest five years, offers a birth date of between 1807
and 1811.7%° She did not marry, before 1838 at least, but
bore a number of illegitimate children between 1826 and 1838,
aqd this was possibly sufficient to curtail her involvement
with the morris set. The 1841 census also notes that a Martha
Corbett, aged sixty, had living in her household a Martha
Cross, agﬁg thirty, and this latter is possibly a widowed
daughter.”™ " This implies intermarriage between at least two
of'the dancing families. Mary"Knight was bearing illegitimate
children between 1828 and 1836, which suggests a birth date

of around 1810. If we assume that the women who danced were
aged eighteen or older at the time of marriage then Elizabeth
Fowler would have been born about 1806 and Mary Fowler about
1808. The evidence points conclusively to the decade 1820 to
1829 as the period during which the women were active as
dancers; while the spread of marriage dates (between 1821 and
1833?, and the evidence of nine dancers (in a dance which
regulred only six), suggests that the team may have been in
existence for perhaps more than a decade, probably with some
changes in personnel.

Manning records that the women once danced on the tower of
the'chur§h and the pgme of the squire, or fool, at that date
Wa's W!lllam Boyell.™ " There are two possible identifications
of this man. William Ball of Wolvercote married Mary Coulling
of'Spelsbury on 14 June 1782 angbthey produced at least six
chnldrgn between 1788 and 1808.“"* This man was buried on
23 Apr!1 1837, aged eighty-six and would thus have been in~his
seventies during the decade when the women were active. Evidence
co]le?ted over a wide area of Oxfordshire and the adjoining
counties points to a general trend for the squire of a morris
set to have been an older and more experienced dancer, although
there were doubtless many variations. The squire at Spelsbury
may well have been the son of the above, born in 1788, which
wou]d‘have placed him in his thirties during the eighéeen-
twenties. If, as John Corbett told Carter, the squire 'looked
after' the women, that is, acted as a chaperone, the younger

William Boyell would have been a more suitabl i '
able candidate. ® and physically

The piper was a man named Edens from Fawlerzs' and this is
probably the Thomﬁ Heddin of 'Asthall(?)' named by Ambrose
Preston to Carter” ° and also the progenitor of the tune ‘'0ld
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'Heddonz?f Fawsley' which was used for the morris at Lower

Swell. The confusion over the place of origin of this
musician suggests someone connected with both Fawler and Asthall
Leigh in Asthall - perhaps the Thomas Eadon baptised in Asthall
on 30 November 1788 (but not living in that village or its
vicinity at the date of the 1841 census or later) and 3%50 the
Thomas Edens aged fifty-five living in Fawler in 1841.77° If
this is indeed the correct identification Edens would have

been aged at least thirty-two in 1820 and hence of a suitable
age to have played for the morris at Spelsbury.

The fiddler was named William Irwin529' and the implication
is that he played for the women to dance. The first record of
this man in the Spelsbury transcripts (where it is consistently
spelt lvings) occurs at the date of his marriage on 5 Novgﬁber
1829. At the time of the 1841 census he was aged thirty,” '
again suggesting a birth date of between 1807 and 1811,
Assuming that he did play for the women he would have been a
contemporary and a relative novice at playing for the morris.
This, in addition to the more obvious preference for dancing
to a pipe and drum because of a more insistent beat to allow
the feet to keep better time, was probably a decidingTFactor
in the women having to ‘be content with the fiddler'”." In a
male-dominated milieu such as then existed it is obvious that
the male dancers would have opted for the superior musician
when there was a choice.

Whereas the female set of dancers disbanded around 1830,
the male set obviously continued for much longer. Edward
Mitchell, who could not remenber the women dancing because he
was too young, had clear memories of the men. Henry Kerry,
who was the fool for the male team and was described by gpe of
his relatives as 'a ringleader 3gong the morris dancers'” ™", was
also born between 1807 and 1811°” "and hence would have been of a
suitable age to have danced during the eighteen-thirties and
later. Unfortunately we possess no other names of dancers in
the male set, despite much evidence presented in Elsie Corbett's
book A History of Spelsbury, first published in 1931. In this
the contributors are identified by their surnames only and thus
it is not possible to trace the relatives of whom they speak,
nor to identify the dates of the incidents to which they r3f8"3q

Mrs. Hitchcock, for example, 'used to have her father's bells}
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while Mrs Lainchbury's aunt wrote:

The Spelsbury Fair and Taston Wake were quite seperate
affairs. | believe Spelsbury Fair or Club was held on
Ascension Day in May. My mother has told me that it
was the largest affair of the kind in the neighbourhood
when she was a girl. It was kept up for two or three
days, with all kinds of festivities, especially dancing
and Morris dancing. There was quite a good band of
Morris dancers - three of my father's young men friends
were in it. |t amused me to hear mother describe their
quaint attire - frilled shirts, bells and ribbons on

their %ggs, and white handkerchiefs to wave in their
hands,” 77

lp 1929 the fai} was said to have 'ceased about sixty.years
ago'”"“that is about 1870, although there is no evidence to

suggest that morris dancing at Spelsbury continued until that
date.

Although it is impossible to ascribe an accurate date for
the demise of the team it might be reasonable to suggest the
eighteen fifties as a strong possibility. This decade was one
of upheaval in the Wychwood area, with the disafforestation and
subsequent enclosure, the cessation of the Forest Fair, in
addition to other venues a little fug;her afield at which the
morris had been regularly performed,”’" and the evidence of the
disbandment of ot?gr local teams around the same time, such as
that at Leafield.””" The historical material suggests that the
gentry who were the major patrons of the morris were often
increasingly hostile towards such robust pursuits, especially
where such performances were protracted and led to a loss of
production. This in turn would have influenced the perceptions
and attitudes towards the dancing of other sectors of the
community and, in conjunction with a number of social and
economic factors, this resulted in the morris becoming less of
an integral facet of community life, until by 19]43§ mere handful
of traditional teams were actively in performance.””"

Notes

1. For a summary of the material available on the morris prior
to this date, see Barbara Lowe, 'Early Records of the Morris
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in England' Journal of the English Folk Dance qnd Song ﬁociccy,
vitt, 2,(1957), ppb1-82. - '

For general background material on the performance of the
morris in a community context, see Keith Chandler, 'Morris
Dancing in the South Midlands : The Socio-Cultural Background
to 1914' , Traditional Dance. Volume Two. Historical
Perspectives, ed. Theresa Buckland (Crewe and Alsager : 1983),
pp58-90.

The participants in such forms of cultural expression were,

by and large, illiterate or semi-illiterate and few grass
roots accounts exist. For some exceptions, see David Vincent,
Bread, Knowledge and Freedom. Nineteenth Century Working
Class Autobiography (London : 1982).

Most important of these collections are : Cecil J. Sharp,
Folk Dance Notes, unpublished manuscript deposited at Clare
College, Cambridge (| quote from the transcript made by Roy
Dommett, in Vaughan Williams Memorial Library, London. This
is hereafter referred to as FDN.) and Percy Manning MSS
(unpublished), with the majority of morris-related material
being contained in Bodleian Library MS. Top. Oxon. d.200.

See, for example, The XYZ of Morris, Russell Wortley (The
Morris Ring : 1978), reprinted in Russell Wortley (Cambridge :
1980) , pp3-6. See also, 'Stepping Out of Line', Pavid Ward, /w
Guardian, 22 December 1978, p.9., for an overview of the
hostility towards the growing number of female morris dance
sides during the nineteen-seventies.

See, for example, Jennie Kitteringham, 'Country work girls in
nineteenth-century England', Village Life and Labour,ed.
Raphael Samuel (London and Boston : 1975), pp73-138.

These tours sometimes extended over several weeks and
encompassed an area of considerable extent. Morris sides
which are noted as having extensively toured their localities
include those at Brackley (Cecil J. Sharp, The Morris Book,
Part |11, Second edition (London : 1924), p.88), Bucknell
(Russell Wortley MSS. Unpublished MSS deposited at The Centre
for English Cultural Tradition and Language, University of
Sheffield. Field notebook, 1960 - ppb2, 25), Sherborne
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(FDN, vol. 1, fol. 54) and Filkins (George Swinford, MS.
History of Filkins. Bodleian Library MS. Top. Oxon. d.475,
fol. 76). In addition, many villagers would travel to London
and the Home Counties to work in the market gardens or on
cutting the earlier-ripening hay, and would perform the
morris en route. See, for example, a morris dance set from
Abingdon to Richmond in 1983 (Ben Jonson, The Sad Shepherd,
ed. F.G.Waldron (London : 1783), p255) and another from
Finstock in Clerkenwell during the middle years of the
nineteenth century (FDN |l : pp129-130).

Thomas Blount, Fragmenta Antiquitatis, or Entient Tenures of .

Land, and Jocular Customs of Some Manors. (London : 1679),
p.149. For an etymological attack on this quotation see,
Russell Wortley, op.cit.,o.h. As G.A.Rowell pointed out in
1886 (' Notes on Some Old-Fashioned English Customs : The
Mummers; The Morris-Dancers; Whitsun-Ales; Lamb-Ales', The
Folklore Journal, L, Part 2 (1886), p.107), Kidlington is
probably a mistake for Kirtlington, where the Lamb Ale
ceremony continued in more or less the ancient form (see
Jackson's Oxford Journal, 13 June 1835, p.3) until 1859 at
least (Bicester Advertiser, 2 July 1859, p.1), after which
date it was supplanted by the more formalised feast day

of the local friendly society.

Cecil J. Sharp, Field notebooks (unpublished, Vaughan Williams

Memorial Library), v (1909), n.p.

FDN, 1: 131. Priscilla Gardener was baptised on 31 May 1832;
Prudence Gardner on 13 June 1841; and another sister,
Caroline, on 15 October 1828. Probably these girls would
have danced about 1850,

Sharp, Field notebook, v. op.cit.

Cecil J. Sharp, 'Some Notes on the Morris Dance' Journal of
The English Folk Dance Society, 1, no.1 (May 1914), p.8.

. The Esperance Guild, formerly the Esperance Girl's Club, was

an.-organisation designed to educate working-class girls in
London prior to the first World War. They adopted morris
dancing as a pursuit from 1905 on and became influential in
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19.

20.

21,
22,

23.
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the revival of the morris, including a number &f villages
in Oxfordshire, over the foltowing ten years. The head

of the organisation, Mary Neal, and Cecil Sharp fell out
over a disagreement on standards of.dancing and teaching
policy around 1910,

Manning MSS. MS Top. Oxon. d.200, fol.235.

FDN. 11: 47,

FDN. 11: 48.

Manning MSS. MS. Top. Oxon. d.200, fol.29.

The only woman of this name in the transcripts is Mary Ann

Coulling, baptised 25 October 1807. This identification
may, however, be inaccurate, since this woman would have
been aged only thirteen or fourteen at the date of her
marriage in 1821. Conversely, the woman who married in
1821 may not have been the dancer.

The three women named Fowler were said to have been sisters.
Sarah was the daughter of Ellis and Hannah Fowler and is the
sole daughter registered to this couple. Their four
children whose baptisms are recorded date from 1799 (five
months after the marriage of the parents and hence’ their
first-born), 1805, 1808 and 1810, and the ‘gap of nearly

six years after 1799 may have been the period during which
the other two girls were born. The third sister (unnamed in
the sources) is likely to have been the Mary Fowler married
on 4 November 1826 rather than the woman of the same name
married on 6 August 1819, and this is given credence by the
presence of Sarah Fowler as a witness to the former. This
also confirms that Sarah was as yet unmarried in 1826,

Bodleian Library. MS. Oxf. dioc. papers. c.605. The parish
registers have since been deposited.

PRO. HO. 107.879. Book I, p.7.
Ibid. Book I, p.6.
Manning MSS. MS. Top. Oxon. d.200, fol.236.
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25.
26.

27.

In the baptism entries the name is recorded five times as
. Bowell and once as Bowel.

FDN. 11: 48,

Manning MSS. Quoted in FDN. 11: 87.

Cecil J. Sharp. Folk Tunes.(unpublished MS. in Vaughan

28.
29.
30.

31.

32,

33.
34,
35.
36.

37.

38.

39.

Williams Memorial Library), Number 1254,
PRO. H0.107.873. Book I, p.6.

FDN. II:'Q8.

PRO. HO. 107.879. Book I. p.6.

Sharp's handwriting often suggests ambiguity. | suggest
that the sentence in Roy Dommett's transcription, quoted

above, should read, ‘...wm [i.e. women had to b
with the fiddler.' ] © be content

Elsie Corbett, 4 History of Spelsbury (Long Compton : 1931),

p.243.

PRO. HO. 107.879. Book |1, p.9.
Corbett, op.cit., p.236.

Thid, b.235.

'Scraps of English Folklore, xvii, Oxfordshire :
X]’ (1929), p,79. ’ xtordshire 'y FOZkZOI’e,

The Lam? Ale at Kirtlington, last held about 1859;: the
sePte?nnal ale at Woods tock, 1851; and Dover's Games at
Chipping Campden, 1852, for ‘example.

The morris team at Leafield was said to have b i
shortly after 1858. Fpy. 1:258. sen disbanded

For a general overview of this process in action see, Robert
W. Malcolmson, Popular Recreations in English Socieéy 1700~
1850 (Qambfidge : 1973) and By Rite. Custom, Ceremony and
Community in England. 1700-1880 (London : 1982). For a study
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of the form and effects of this process in Oxfordshire

see, Alun Howkins, Whitsun in 19th century Oxfordshire
(oxford : 1972). For comprehensive studies of the cultural
processes (including the morris) at work in two Oxfordshire
communities see, Michael Pickering, Village Song and Culture
(London and Canberra : 1982), especially pp.30-32, for
Adderbury; and Raphael Samuel,” 'Quarry Roughs': Life and
Labour in Headington Quarry, 1860-1920. An essay in oral
history', in Raphael Samuel, ed., Village Life and Labour
(London and Boston : 1975), pp139-263.
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WELFARE [N THE MOTOR INDUSTRY IN OXFORD IN THE 1930's
Jessie Parfit

For many years Cowley, its people. and its works, have
presented to the world starkly contrasting faces. On one
side we have the reputation of William Morris, later Lord
Nuffield, who is well-known for his huge charitable donations,
especially in the medical field. On the other side is the
evidence of local government officials about poor social
conditions in Cowley and the complaints of the workers themselves
about low wages and bad housing. This article aims to examine
why some workers felt they had particular grounds for criticism
of a management which had apparently in some ways dore a good
deal to promote their welfare.

Writing in the mid 1950s; Nuffield's biographers commented
that, ' In the welfare of his work people, Nuffield has been
generous in the provision of club-rooms and sports facilities
and has encouraged.,at Cowley the development of dental and
medical services.' The Welfare Department did indeed organise
many sports activities: the City Library has, for instance, a
copy of a Sports Day programme for 1925, Nuffield was also
interested, as his biographers state, in the employment of
disabled people. In the 1950s about one hundred were egployed
in the panel rooms and in a special packing department.”® The
medical department opened at Pressed Steel in June 1927 was one
of the first in the country, although founded at the insistence
of the parent company, Budd and Co. of Philadelphia. The
medical department of Morris Motors itself was not in fact
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