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THE MARSTON PROCESSIONAL
MORRIS DANCE

by Tim and Jan Beasant, Anne Cohen and
the Poynton Jemmers

The notation of a North-west morris dance associated with
Marston in Mid-Cheshire has recently been circulated by the
Women's Morris Federation, and the dance is now performed
by many morris sides. However the basic stepping and some of
the figures appear uncharacteristic of other morris dances we
have collected from this area. We have therefore interviewed

" Marston villagers in an attempt to discover more about their

e They recalled that during the 1930's a morris dance
7w »erformed at the annual village fete, but the dance

-4 iribed below) is unlike the WMF version. In factit is much
“~__uwte in keeping with the local tradition. :

Marston village lies in an area just North of Northwich
where sait has been mined and brine extracted intensively over
a period of about 300 years. The result of this industry has
been to render a large area, including Marston, liable to the
sudden and dramatic subsidence for which Northwich'is
famous. This gives rise to the lakes and ponds of the area
which are collectively known as “flashes™. As a result of the
severe subsidence most of old Marston village has been
destroyed. All that remain are a few houses, the local pub and
the Lion Salt Works {now a living museum, still producing lump
salt from the pumped wild-brine and open-pan process). The
major part of the community has now moved to Higher
Marston, a group of houses about 13 miles away. As with
most small single-industry communities, Marston is
independent and close-knit despite being within two miles of a
town. Local Newspaper reports of the 1920's and 1930’s give
detailed accounts of the annual fetes held at Marston. There
were no regular fetes of this kind before the Great War, and
e "eace Celebrations in 1919 were the first such village

“Keep their memories evergreen™. Peace celebrations in Marston in 1919 (by
kind permission of C. Minshull, postcard collector). The children performed
country dances, but there was no morris at this time
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festivity. The fetes were organised on behalf of Marston parish
church and involved the people of Marston and the
neighbouring village of Wincham, and especially the children of
both communities who attended the local church school. The
processions to the field in which the fete was held typically
included a queen and her retinue, the band, church officers,
morris dancers, maypole and country dancers and sword
dancers. The morris dancers are not specifically mentioned in
the newspapers before 1930, but it is possible that the Girls’
Friendly Society who performed dances in the late 1920's
included morris in their repertoire. A morris team of boys and
girls from Marston and Wincham School are mentioned
annually throughout the 1930's.

The processional route is reported in the Northwich
Guardian® as "the longest processional route in mid-Cheshire,
in and around the townships”. In the same report it was stated
that “an outstanding feature of the event was a full programme
of country dances by children, perfected by months of training.
Marston has always scorned the dancing of the troupes and
this programme showed why'. The fete never brought in any
morris dance troupes and the Marston Morris Dance was never
danced competitively. There is only one record of the dancers
performing outside the village—in 1939 they danced at a
neighbouring village a week before their own fete.

To discover details of the dance notation we talked to many
Marston residents, both dancers and non-dancers, including a
lady who had trained teams. They confirmed the dates of
existence of teams and one dancer had a complete memory of
the dance notation itself. Other interviewees, covering earlier
and later periods, gave useful information which supported her

'description, yet none gave so much detail. We are therefore

greatly indebted to Mrs. Betty Burstow, who danced in 1936
and 1937, for her description of the dance given below. We
are also grateful to Mrs. Dimelow for information on earlier
teams and for confirming some of the notation.

The Morris Dance was performed during the procession and
then as a display on the field in front of the queen and her
attendants. Music was provided by & local brass band—usually
the Northwich Adelaide Band. The most common tune for the
morris dancing was "Hundred Pipers’, but ‘Bonnie Dundee’ was
also used. The number of children in the team varied from year
to year; newspaper reports record from 12 to 17 dancers up to
1940. In some years there was a leader who signalled the
figures of the dance using armn and stick movements.

The costume changed during the decade. In the early

' 1930's the girls wore short dresses, which were probably blue

and white, and bows in their hair, but by 1936 they were
wearing white blouses, red skirts and a red sash across the

. right shoulder. The boys had grey shorts, white shirts and a

blue sash across the left shoulder. All dancers wore white
socks and white plimsolls with two bells tied to the laces.*
Each dancer carried a pair of sticks about 12 inches fong with
profuse bunches of ribbons on each end. These ribbons were
blue and white in the early 1930s, but later changed to red,
white and blue.

The dance was begun in a double column facing up the
road, with the'girls on the left and the boys on the right. Whilst
walking in the procession they held the sticks down at their
sides, but on the signal to dance the sticks were raised above
their shoulders. The simple ‘Cheshire’ skipping step was used
throughout thé dance and the figurest were:

CHORUS -
4 skipping steps up the road, crossing and uncrossing
the sticks in front of the forehead in time to the stepping.
- On the fourth beat the sticks were brought sharply down
to the sides.

4 skipping steps backwards, again crossing and
uncrossing the sticks and lowering them on the fourth
beat.

Honour your partner—i.e. face partner ready to perform
the next figure.




(This crossing and uncrossing of the sticks is performed
throughout all the figures unless explicit instructions not to
wave them are given below).

1. Skip across the set to partner’s place. Cross
back to places.

CHORUS—as above

2. In groups of four, dancers change places with
opposite corners. First girl and second boy
cross first and cross back. Then the others
corners cross ard cross back.

CHORUS

3. Always facing up the road, the second couples
of each group ‘of four dance up the middie of
the set together until in front of the first
couples. Then they dance backwards outside
the first couples to place. .

The first couples dance backwards inside the
second couples and come forward again )
outside the set to place.

CHORUS

»

4. All dancers turn to face down the set and the
bottom couple turn in and cast up the middle
holding their inside sticks together at shoulder
height. At the<op they turn out and cast down
back to place. The stationary dancers step on

- the spot but do not wave sticks. The next -

couple them come up the middle, etc. until all
couples have cast. -

CHORUS—still facing down the set ’

5. Each group of four dances a right hand star,
holding right sticks up together in the centre
and pointing left sticks down, and then turns

" and makes a left hand star back to place.

CHORUS -

6. The bottom couple dances up the outside of
the set, and back down the middle holding’
inside sticks together. The stationary dancers
step on the spot and do not wave their sticks.
The next couple then dance up the outside of
the set and do likewise, and so on for every
couple in turn. )

CHORuUS

1

Each couple in turn weaves up to the top of
the set and stays there, startir§ with the
bottomn couple. Thus the whole set progresses
slowly up the road. Sticks are not waved
during this figure.

CHORUS

8. Al dancers follow the top couple who turn
and cast down outside the set, coming back
up the set with inside sticks held together. -

REPEAT ALL FIGURES

It the dance was being performed on the field, the leader led
the whole team off after Figure 8, in a single file.

We have no evidence that the dance changed over the
years, although small amendments to the figures may have
been made by the trainers, for example to ensure that the
dance suited the number of dancers available. Since there was
no competitive influence on the style of this dance, it can be
thought of as a “snapshot’ of the mid-Cheshire morris dancing
of the time.

The dance wa3 last p'erformed in 1940, after which the
fetes ceased because o the War. The church and school
eventually succumbed to the inevitable subsidence, both being
closed around 1963 on the grounds of danger to the public.
The church was demolished in 1965 and the school was used
as a warehouse until the mid-1970's when it bumed down.
The fetes have recently been revived and a troupe ¢f young
girls now perform stepping sequences. They originally started
with the costume of the 1930°s morris teams (red skirts and
sashes) but have now changed it. They stil retain the belis on
the plimsolls and are known as the Marston Bells".

The Marston dance described here closely resembles the
dances of neighbouring villages. We have collected morris
dances which were performed between 1320 and 1940 in
Lostock, Great Budworth and Rudheath, alf villages within a
few miles of Marston. In this area the competitive troupe
dancing was regarded as an entirely separate activity from the
morris. The Lostock, Great Budworth and Rudheath morris
dances all used the simple skipping step and share with
Marston a common repertoire of figures. They are all clearly
dances in the Cheshire Plain tradition described by Howison &
Bentley,? (their category B). ]

The same cannot be said of the dance cdirculated via the
WMF which differs in the basic style of stepping and in the
majority of figures.

This year the Poynton Jemmers have been invited to dance
at Marston Fete, and so once more the morris dance will take
its place in the procession.

*Clogs were habitually worn for school and for some of the other fete
dances. There was a clogmaker in the village at this time.

tTeams wishing to learn the dance, or requiring further details on
points in this notation should contact the authors.

REFERENCES -
' Northwich Guardian, 7th July. 1939.
* D.Howison and B. Bentiey, 1960. JEFDSS, Vol. IX. No. 1. N
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HISTORY OF DANCE

a practical summer school
The honorable exercise of dancing
The development of the Dance Suite from the 15th
to 18th centuries
This, the fourteenth annual summer school of the
Dolmetsch Historical Dance Society, will be held at:

Hengrave Hall, Bury St. Edmunds, from 24th to 31st July 1981

Dances to be taught will include basse dances, renaissance
balletti, pavan and galliard, suites of branles, almain and
nachtanz, and 18th century dance suites. For full details write to:

D.H.DS. 2 Pooles Cottages, Fryers Lane, Hatfield Heath,
Bishops Stortford, Hertfordshire, England.

(1719 July 81

ArLog - Vin Garburtt - Allan Taylor
Noel Murphy - Arizona Smoke Review
Cilia Fisher & Artie Trezise - Muckram Wakes
Ramsbotiom - Robin Garside & Paul Gough
Paul Downes & Phii Beer - Strawhead
- Roy Harris - Six Hands in Tempo
Hodges Dump B Zom - Dave Hunt
Severn Guilders - Mike Mann - Major Mustard
Salt City Jazz Band - The tron Men

CREWE
AND
NANTWICH
FOLK

N FESTIVAL )

Weekend Tickets £8 (£9 atier 1st July} inclusive
of camping - Day Tickets and children’s reductions
A avadabie

.
@ Tickets om‘i Details: Alan Casey 15 Park
Road, Haslington, Crewe {s.a.e. please)

Teoi. Crews 581198
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