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Editorial

There is a fair bit in here about researchers past and present and who will be carrying this on
in the future… there always seems to be something new to be unearthed both in the UK and
abroad. The morris world seems to be very active over in the USA & Canada – both in
research, and in dancing. As I write I know that Morris Offspring are heading over the water
and joining forces with Maple Morris for a series of performances. If they are anything like
their last collaboration it should be very exciting and inspiring.
From the USA I was also alerted to the death of Arthur Cornelius – his obituary can be found at
http://www.cdss.org/tl_files/cdss/newsletter_archives/supplements/winter-20122013_obits_online.pdf - there is also an obituary of Ivor Allsop in the same article (already
recorded in vol 32-1)
When I read Tony Forster’s article about the image of morris, it rang strong echoes with an
interview I heard with Eliza Carthy who was saying that when she started performing, she felt
that her audience was mainly her parents’ friends ie not her own age group. Within my own
team we do have several young people but there is then an age gap between 30 and 50!
So what will we look like in 10 years…… and what are all the 30 to 50 year olds doing?
Beth

One researcher celebrates:
Roy Dommett celebrated his 80th birthday (25
June) with a party for family, colleagues and
friends. There was a performance from Fleet
Morris, one of the many teams he has been
involved with over the years, a mummers play
performed by members of the Dommett family
and a short talk from Roy himself reflecting on
his life. To reflect his career in defence and
rocketry as well as his lifelong passion for morris,
his birthday cake had a large silver rocket on top,
with appropriate morris icons around the side and
at the end of the evening rockets were fired….
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Image of Morris
We all know the experience: “You’re a what?
Oh I didn’t think… er… how… um…..
interesting…..” Morris: the character flaw that changes people’s view of you….

For purposes of this article I use “Morris” to mean anything the public think it is: rapper, North
West, Border, Molly, Stave, Cotswold, and all sorts of oddities around them…anything which
dresses up and performs in public something vaguely derived from a dance “tradition” in the
past (more than fifty years ago?). All of them have a common problem: the world out there
thinks they are a bit weird, stamp-collecting with bells on (or even without, but doing odd
things).

Having been a dancer and front-man for assorted teams dancing assorted styles for over 30
years (in recent years for Pig Dyke Molly) the problem has dragged itself after me many times.
The world does not see us as we see ourselves. So we know what image we have… what can
we do, if we want to change it?

Image of Morris past
Let’s start with Darcy Ferrars – a professional pageant master who wanted atmospheric extras
for the background of the event he was running in 1887 to celebrate Queen Victoria’s Golden
Jubilee in Bidford on Avon. He learned about the local Morris history and revived his own
version of the tradition, touring the group around London and the south Midlands. He dressed
as “Lord of Misrule” to give “historical” lectures… his image for the dance was Olde Englande –
quaint and primitive (in the sense of unsophisticated) survivals which fitted with the nostalgic
aura he sought.

Cecil Sharp saw (and created) the image of the Morris he researched in terms of a preChristian survival of male ritual; his rival Mary Neal saw it as an improving activity for
disadvantaged young gels.

In the 1930s, the men who founded the Morris Ring took the model of a gentleman’s men’s
club, and the trappings of an invented past - regalia, ceremonies, rites of passage, initiation.
Just as the Freemasons – or their working class imitators the Royal Antediluvian Order of
Buffaloes - or the Independent Order of Foresters – they assumed a history as they wished it
to be, and a club structure to preserve it, with paraphernalia - sashes, loving cups and
initiation rituals - to bolster it. They believed they were preserving traditions of the rural poor
in their Oxbridge colleges and country houses. Combining their private world with a mission to
display to the ordinary public their supposed lost heritage, they saw themselves as guardians
of the past, with a responsibility to hand it on preserved perfectly to the future. These masons
with bells on were keen to initiate others into the secrets - but only those with a willy…
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The 1970s brought the Women’s revival: after an uncertain start (garlands and pinafores and
suitably ladylike Cotswold and polite border traditions) it took the Morris and asserted equal
rights to perform it in the late twentieth century. In terms of image, they accepted the
ideology, the repertoire and the traditions. I have danced with an Open Morris mixed team
since the 1980s: then we had in essence a Ring philosophy and repertoire and image, but were
more inclusive. Morris was still a weird and nerdy thing to do, whether you had or did not have
a willy.

Image of Morris present
The Morris world has diversified. In terms of styles, Cotswold has gone through a decline and
then a slight recovery; rapper and border are big, whilst North West feels old-fashioned and
Molly is in slight growth. More teams create their own dances and styles.

But in terms of image, despite some new thinking and ways of presenting, the default of the
media - and so most people’s image of Morris - remains obscure and insular. The standard
Morris dancer as far as the TV or newspapers are concerned is an overweight middle-aged or
older bloke with a tankard at his belt and plastic flowers in his hat, shuffling through some
amusingly bizarre formations.

By contrast, the world of folk music has moved and developed and “mainstreamed” in a good
way. The song revival has seen many moves beyond the closed world of the folksong revival
– including links with social history (through the McColl-Seeger-Parker Radio Ballads), links
with contemporary politics (e.g. in the 60s and 70s protest song movement), experiments
with folk-rock, embedding in the national (and National) theatre (especially John Tams’ work –
the Mysteries, Lark Rise, War Horse). The folksong scene now includes experimental and near
mainstream pop, comedy and self-parody (Sid Kipper), and the huge phenomenon that sees
Bellowhead taking their stadium spectacle to everywhere a young, pogo-ing audience is found
– including in 2011, the Green Man festival and the Proms.

There is some good news about Morris but we don’t advertise it. There are some really great
young teams around who entertain and challenge the stereotypes.
Morris Offspring have
been around for ten years or so: inspired by Riverdance they take Morris and make it work on
the big, snazzy, spectacle–filled stage. I love them, but the audience for them and all other
young teams remains the folk world. We don’t challenge the stereotypes by talking to
ourselves.

There are teams who have carved an original image for themselves: Witchmen as the dark,
pagan world; Belles of London City as the burlesque, newspaper friendly world; beyond the
mainstream there are little obscure alleyways like the maybe mythical Prince Albert Morris (the
more sheltered of our readers may google Prince Albert, but only if not easily shocked) or
White Rats Morris of San Francisco (“the world’s first queer/pervert/leather Morris team” who
“define the San Francisco sadomasochist community as our audience”). None of them are to
everyone’s taste, but they are a long way from baldrics over beer guts and compulsory plastic
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flowers – and the better for it… challenging stereotypes is not mainstream work. I want Morris
to move out of its rut and so I accept it may move in weird ways… weird is good as long as it
moves beyond the self-imposed ghetto.

Taking charge
I think we have to take charge of our image. I actually don’t care what image we project,
except I don’t want it to be the tired old cliché. I am delighted if a team wants to present an
image of paganism or culture or high art or sporting excellence or real local identity or
modernity or circus or comedy or energy or….I just want every team to think and find an
image that it is proud to project. Do teams sit down and agree what audience they we want
and what they want to say to their audience?

There’s another thing we might learn from the song or wider music world: emotion. The
essence of a song or tune that works is how it makes you feel – excited, happy, sad, uplifted,
wistful… how many dancers think of the emotions they are trying to portray? Do those
responsible for performance think in terms of contrasts of mood, or of leaving the audience on
a high, or a low, or…do we think of these issues at all?

Images of Morris yet to come
The image of the Morris is in our hands. We have a series of prejudices to challenge – and
they may not be easy ones to overturn – but it is up to us how and indeed whether we do it.
The dancers of the future will inherit the image we create…if we accept the one we inherited –
and sadly that isn’t great – we will make their task harder. We will discourage the streetwise
teenager from thinking this is something they might try… we will keep Morris in a ghetto.
For me, Morris has to speak to its audience and have something to say – unless it does it
might as well be train-spotting or stamp-collecting – nothing wrong with those, but they are
minority activities practised only by enthusiasts who speak to other enthusiasts. I believe
Morris is a performance and thus has a duty to entertain – or interest – or shock – or
something.
The image we hand on will decide if the next generation values Morris and thinks it has
something to say to people beyond a narrow group of enthusiasts in the 2050s and 2080s and
beyond - if it has a future beyond a mocked or at best patronised niche.
Tony Forster
January 2013

This article was originally published in “Dancing On” – thank you to them for allowing me to
reprint it.

-5

Morris Matters

Volume 32 Number 2

July 2013

History of Clog Making in Lancashire
In recent years, I have been invited to talk to various groups in Lancashire about the history of
clog making. I have given talks to societies in towns and villages such as Abram, Adlington,
Aspull, Bolton, Boothstown, Chorley, Croston, Heaton, Hindley Green, Horwich, Mawdesley,
and Walkden. Where possible, when I am given sufficient notice, I will prepare notes about the
clog makers in the specific town or village. On one occasion I had no notice at all. The group,
which shall be nameless, had forgotten to invite me, but put me in its programme anyway. I
only found out by lucky accident in the morning that I was due to talk to them that evening, so
had no preparation time at all! Fortunately it didn't clash with Morris practice.
My interest in clogs arose as a result of joining John O'Gaunt Morris Men of Lancaster in 1980.
I needed clogs to perform North West dances, so bought my first pair from Clarksons, still
trading in Garstang at that time, but no longer. I still dance in that first pair, but have also
built up a collection of old and unusual British and foreign clogs and wooden shoes.
Though John O'Gaunt are members of the Morris Ring, we have depended on female musicians
for many years. (I am also in teams that are members of the Morris Federation and Open
Morris, so am sometimes referred to as a Morris Tart!) We are always pleased to perform with
our local teams, and look forward to inviting several of them to join us in Lancaster to
celebrate our 45th anniversary later this year. If in Lancaster in July, have a look at our
anniversary exhibition in the central library.
The most recent talk about clogs was to the Adlington Luncheon Club, a weekly get-together of
the village's senior residents. Some remembered the last of the Adlington cloggers, so I have
included their reminiscences in my short
history entitled “The Clog & Patten Makers
of
Adlington,
Anderton
and
Heath
Charnock”. Though much material is
specific to a small area of central
Lancashire, there should be plenty to
interest the general reader. I have included
illustrations and postcards from my
collection, and some material about the
Adlington Morris dancers and other Morris
teams that have performed in the village.
The document will be available for free download on the John O'Gaunt web site:
www.johnogaunt.org.uk. Printed copies or CD copies could be provided on request, and
enquiries should be sent to the Bagman by e-mail – bagman@johnogaunt.org.uk. Please
include CLOG in the subject line so he knows messages are for me.
My next project is a
history of clog making in the Lancaster area. When I have time, I will also bring my previous
research notes up to release standard and will make them available for free on the web site.

Michael L. Jackson
Squire, John O'Gaunt Morris Men of Lancaster
February 2013
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A Very English Winter – a Review
As I write this, the sun is beaming down outside after what seemed to be an interminable
winter. The ideal opportunity to contrast, rather belatedly, Rachel and Becky Unthanks’
documentary shown on BBC4 last December. This was a follow up to their earlier effort
‘Still Folk Dancing After All These Years’ broadcast two years earlier which covered
various aspects of ceremonial and display dance during the Spring and Summer months,
hopefully doing the same for Autumn and Winter this time around. A prognosis of the
latter shows comparatively few examples of dance as part of calendar custom, so what
we had instead were instances of guising used in no less than eleven selected events.
Tackling these in chronological order, it started with the Soul Caking tradition at Antrobus
in Cheshire on All Souls Day (November 2nd). Essentially a hero combat mummers play,
part of which the horse (a hooded skull on a pole) is paraded – all inside an unnamed
village pub. As with ‘Still Dancing’, archive footage was interspersed with present day
clips and interviews of key personnel. Irritatingly, at no time were any of the
interviewees identified. Without Google (RTM), it would have been impossible to paint a
fuller picture for this review. A pity! From Cheshire, we sped down to Lewes in East
Sussex, where Bonfire Night is celebrated with a vengeance! Seven Lewes bonfire
societies (not to mention many more from elsewhere in Sussex) parade the main street
in front of 80,000 spectators. There are processions, tar barrels, fire carts, mock bishops,
effigies, banners proclaiming ‘No Popery’ commemorating the sixteenth century Marian
martyrs’ persecution. Definitely not the place to own up being a Catholic!
One uncostumed custom was featured, that of carol singing at the Royal Hotel at
Dungworth, where unfamiliar version of hymns for Christmas are performed, as they are
in many other pubs in the Sheffield area. This devolves from the mid-nineteenth century
when the Oxford Movement seized control of the homespun parish choirs countrywide,
and the ‘tradition’ was moved into public houses!
Leaping ahead to Boxing Day, we encountered one of only two dance-based customs
cited: the longsword tradition at Greatham near Hartlepool in County Durham. Surprising
perhaps to find this event on Boxing Day rather than Plough Monday, but the custom also
involves a hero-combat mummers play. This brings to mind what Phil Heaton described
in the evolution of rapper in his book, “Rapper: The Miners’ Sword Dance of North-East
England” reviewed in the last issue of ‘Morris Matters’. Once more, key people were
interviewed, talking about the local ‘tradition’. Google helped me establish its antiquity –
James Madison Carpenter hearing of the play in 1935 and making enquiries from the
extant team. We have to thank the Unthanks’ familiarity with the custom to fill in the
rest. However, the overriding emphasis seemed to lie with longsword as English tradition
rather than a local one in this case, drawing in examples from Grenoside and
Handsworth. The archival photographs shown included one of a rapper team – the only
mention of rapper during the entire programme!
Staying in the North-east, we were then treated to the tar barrel custom at Allendale,
where tarred half-barrels are prepared with a concoction of wood shavings, paraffin and
faggots, set ablaze, then carried on costumed participants’ heads, until finally tossed
onto a communal bonfire outside ‘The Carpenters’ Arms’ on New Year’s Eve. It amused
me to see Rachel and Becky sing their father George’s ‘Tar Barrel in Dale’ to a bemused
pub clientele who didn’t seem to understand the tribute being paid! The custom of the
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Haxey Hood could be viewed as a rough and tumble rugby-ish maul for as many as will
with broken limbs an occupational hazard. But intertwined with that is the pub singing,
the costumed Boggans, and the smoking of the Fool before the ‘game’ is started – the
object then being to catch and convey the sausage-shaped ‘hood’ to one of a number of
pubs in Haxey every January 6th.
Plough Monday in Ramsey – now there’s a subject I really know something about (it was
a pity that it only had ten minutes’ worth!) The Unthanks interviewed Gordon ‘Phil’
Phillips – not that the listener was ever told that! He took us through a potted history of
Plough Monday and Molly dancing in Cambridgeshire, with photographs shown of the
Balsham plough gang from 1953 and the Little Downham Molly dancers from 1932. We
were introduced to two unknown women (Ann Edwards and Marlene Hancock, for the
record) who recalled plough witching near Ramsey from the 1950s, singing a piece of
doggerel which they recalled.
There was footage of Ouse Washes dancing their Molly, and their own straw bear
parading the streets. What was missing were hundreds of costumed school children
accompanying them from school to the green outside the parish church dancing there.
Phil’s work in this area was amply covered in ‘English Dance & Song’ in recent years. It
left a confused message as to what the slot was all about. Plough Monday generally?
Locally? Ramsey? Ouse Washes (who weren’t even mentioned as being the sole ‘live’
performers)? Not a showcase for the children taught by Phil’s team at Ramsey primary
and other local schools, then?
Concluding the programme was the Shrove Tuesday pancake race at Olney in
Buckinghamshire, where the ‘guising’ comprises the regulation headscarf, apron and
sponsor’s tee-shirt worn by the female competitors.
The Unthanks summed the documentary up as a portrayal of survival against the bitter
cold, of good versus evil: a “people’s account of the customs that help us keep alive
throughout the English winter.” In one hour, it did that after a fashion, although it
skimmed over key points. On reflection, little more could have been done to include
‘traditional’ dance-related customs during Autumn and Winter without making it top
heavy around Boxing Day and Plough Monday – no mention of Cecil Sharp’s encounter
with Bill Kimber in 1899 then?
There’s a whole swathe of new teams, especially in East Anglia, who now dance
throughout the Winter season, but perceived paganism was not a topic for discussion
here, although others might have wished it. Verdict: good attempt, but preferred the
layout of ‘Still Dancing’; authoritative it wasn’t; the topics covered won’t form the basis
for any documentary shown in (say) a hundred years’ time! There is ample scope to
expand any of the examples the Unthanks chose into an entertaining and informative one
hour’s length documentary in its own right. It’s a pity that BBC4 currently show repeats
of their earlier quality music documentaries on Friday nights at the time of writing
without exploring pastures new.
George Frampton
May 2013
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Berkshire Bedlam at the Marlboro Ale 2013
Each year one side from the UK is invited to join around 16 high quality teams from the USA
and Canada at the long established Marlboro Ale, held over the Whit holiday weekend, and
based at Marlboro College, Vermont. This year Berkshire Bedlam made the trip, to be greeted
by typical English Bank Holiday weekend weather – “Occasionally it’s wet here at this time of
year” they said to us on arrival, “and occasionally it’s cold, but this is the first year it’s been
both”. Hmmm.
Undeterred however by a bit of cold and damp, we thoroughly enjoyed the weekend – not
dissimilar to an English morris weekend but with a few key differences. Firstly, the Ale is a
strictly invitation only event and the dancing standards were extremely high. Secondly, every
now and again when all the teams are together, they just love to break into massed dances.
There was even a massed dance workshop on the Friday evening of arrival – unfortunately
missed by most of BB who had retired jetlagged long before the first massed foot up. Thirdly,
there were plenty of young people around for the weekend, and while most teams danced
Cotswold there was an all teenage group performing Manx dances to an exceptional standard.
Most of the teams camp in the college grounds. However visiting overseas teams are housed
in a somewhat spartan but adequate accommodation block – well, adequate once we’d found
out how the heating worked and whacked it on fully. But throughout there was a great
communal spirit, starting each day with the plentiful cooked breakfast in the dining hall,
which had a cosy ‘pub’ tucked away round the back (all right, a room with all the drinks
including plenty of beer).
Dancing on the Saturday was in nearby Brattleboro, culminating in a massed stand in the
town centre, and followed in the evening by contra dancing back at the college. On Sunday
the teams split up for tours of 3 or 4 teams on yellow school buses, visiting various local
towns and villages, before another final massed stand at Newfane - a small picture postcard
American village with white clapperboard buildings and a verdant village green.
The final part of the weekend was the Sunday evening ‘Feast’ – an elaborate meal after which
teams are invited to do party pieces. Fortunately nowadays BB have a good stock of these
and got a great reception for one of our spoof sets – amongst the many things Americans do
well is make incredibly enthusiastic audiences! We were also awarded our trophy for
somehow narrowly beating Marlboro Morris in their annual ‘Aunt Sally’ challenge against the
visiting UK team (thanks to Jerry, Alun, and our ringer Bob). And quite bizarrely some of us
found ourselves signing autographs for having appeared (extremely briefly) in a Downton
Abbey episode, a major talking point with a few diehard American fans.
After the Ale weekend, some of BB were generously hosted by local dancers for another
couple of days before dancing out on the Tuesday evening in Amherst with local side, Juggler
Meadow. After that everyone went their own ways round New England and further – none
quite as far as our melodeon player Sue who with partner Bob proceeded to cover a further
7500 miles by road, taking in Yellowstone Park and the Grand Canyon!
Our overall impressions of the weekend were highly favourable. The American teams took
their morris very seriously – high standards of dancing, close attention to detail, great
enthusiasm, and very supportive of each other and their English guests. Just occasionally we
felt one or two sides (but only one or two) could have toned down the impeccable accuracy
and toned up the entertainment value of their dances to make a better connection with their
audiences. But that’s to quibble – overall great standards, great fun, great hosts, and set in a
beautiful part of America. Our advice to any other UK teams who get the chance to go – go!
Malcolm Major
July 2013
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We Have Our Uses! The Morris in Conceptual Art Observations
So there was I at the De La Warr Pavilion in Bexhill in February. The attraction was Richard
Thompson in concert. However, the venue doubles as a major art museum in the South-East
mainly showing touring exhibitions of modern art. Now, I’m no fan of modern art and
especially that of ‘conceptual’ art which is the one in vogue today, so it was with some
trepidation I entered the building and found what looked like the rear of a motor bike
embedded in one of the building’s pillars! Actually, I had read some of the promo on this, and
was to witness an exhibition by Shaun Gladwell entitled ‘Cycles of Radical Will.’

One item I had looked forward to was a tape loop of what was described as extending “the
artist’s interest in mythological figures and cultural stories, this time drawing upon those
specific to the local area. The figure of Jack-in-the-Green, celebrated in Hastings every Spring,
appears in a series of videos that depict Jack riding vehicles through a variety of environments.
At times, the ‘Spring’ figure of Jack-in-the-Green transforms into the early-twentieth century
fictional representation of ‘Winter’: Jack Frost. Jack is not a recognisable individual but a
representation of characteristics within the human psyche. The fictional statuses of the figures
are then ‘grounded’ in activities such as motorcycle riding – an activity that itself spawns a
sub-culture of followers.” Yeah, right!

You have to be sceptical when the
‘artist’ needs to explain his product
when it’s not immediately obvious.
Those of us who’ve been to Hastings
for the Jack in the Green festival will
be familiar with the two-and-a-halfmetres tall ornate walking greenery.
What Gladwell gave us was a figure
swathed in an elaborate greenmottled rag coat from head to foot
(with only his brahn boots visible)
riding first a Lambretta motorscooter at low speed through the
country lanes of (presumably)
Sussex videoed by someone in
pursuit behind the rider. At the end
of the ride, the figure then
disappears into the greenery by the
side of the road.

Following this, a similar scene is enacted riding a Triumph motorbike. Visitors on the day to
Hastings will be impressed by the show of motorbikes and bikers on the Esplanade before
encountering the cacophony of drummers at Rock-a-Nore. Perhaps this was part of the concept
– or was it ironic?
- 10
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My daughter Amy still keeps in touch with Dance City in Newcastle, having worked there in the
past. She alerted me to a performance that was going to take place before my visit in May.
The key words were ‘molly dance’ in a venue that usually features ballet and contemporary
dance rather than anything of more immediate interest to readers. So what was this all about?
Must investigate!

The artist here is Dan Canham, and his show entitled ‘Ours was the Fen Country’. Dan Canham
is a member of dance company Still House. The blurb told that ‘for two years, Dan has been
capturing conversations with the people of the Fens in East Anglia. Eel-catchers, farmers,
parish councillors, molly dancers and conservationists have all been interviewed. In this
ethereal piece of dance theatre, Dan and his team fuse movement and sound with the words
and memories of their native collaborators to get to the heart of this beautiful bleak and
mysterious expanse of land.’

Apparently, the show was exhibited in February at Sadler’s Wells and Pig Dyke Molly were
enlisted to participate. Their own website says Dan was ‘commissioned as part of the Wild Card
series designed to give opportunities for young and innovative dance artists’ and that ‘Dan’s
evening explores change and loss of cultural context and its effects – negative and positive –
and incorporates movement, sound recording, archive film and the spoken voice, as well as Pig
Dyke Molly’. Pig Dyke’s immediate role was to perform in the Garden Court before and after
the show which actually took place in the Lilian Baylis Studio at Sadler’s Wells, and not part of
the show itself. As said, the performance at Newcastle was to take place over Spring Bank
Holiday weekend just after I was due to arrive, so would be interested to hear from anyone out
there who did see the show and report what inspiration Dan took from the Molly. One assumes
performances will take place elsewhere in the country.
George Frampton
May 2013
-----------------------------------

Post(er) script – having read my
comment in MM 32-1 about the
posters printed in the early issues of
Morris Matters – Jan Elliott assures me
poster art for major events and tours
is alive and well in the USA. She sent
me this for the American Travelling
Morris visit to the Lake District this
Summer – by Peter Klosky - showing
his team's musician and the late, great
fool Bob Deluca, who passed away a
couple of years ago and is very sorely
missed.
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The Morris Wars
The person who got the English folk dance movement off the ground was Mary Neal,
a suffragette who eventually fell foul of that man Cecil Sharp’s quest for artistic
authenticity. Derek Schofield tells the tale.

It is said that the victors of war always write the history and, certainly, the story of the early
years of the folk revival is no exception. War? An exaggeration perhaps, but alongside the
pioneering, joyous discovery and popularisation of English folk song and dance in the decade
leading up to the First World War, conflict between the two principal parties was certainly a
feature. The history was written by the supporters of Cecil Sharp and, for many years, Mary
Neal’s role in the founding of that revival was glossed over. At first, Sharp and Neal were keen
allies in the campaign to spread the word about folk songs and dances, but then differences of
interpretation and style arose. In more recent decades, Mary Neal has received greater
recognition – and deservedly so, for it was she who really got the whole folk dance movement
off the ground.

Who was Mary Neal? Born in Birmingham in 1860, she was the daughter of a wealthy button
manufacturer. Her concern for the social and economic misery of the times led her to the West
London Mission, where she organised an evening club to bring some small relief from arduous
sweat-shop working for the girls and women. In 1895, she left the Mission to set up the
Espérance Girls’ Club, which included music and dance activities and, soon after, Maison
Espérance, a dressmaking business employing girls and women on a decent living wage. In
July 1905, Herbert MacIlwaine, the club’s musical director, read a press interview with Cecil
Sharp about folk song. By then, Sharp had been collecting folk songs for two years and was
agitating for them to be taught in schools. MacIlwaine suggested to Neal that they might be a
good addition to the club’s activities, and Neal met up with Sharp, who seized this opportunity
for further publicity.

The folk songs were a great success, and Neal then asked Sharp if there were any dances to
add to the girls’ activities. Sharp remembered his meeting, six years earlier, with the
Headington Quarry Morris who had been dancing, out of season, on Boxing Day 1899. For
Sharp, it was no more than a pleasant distraction during Christmas with his mother-in-law, but
he noted several of the tunes from the concertina-playing musician, William Kimber; Sharp
was less interested in the dances.

After settling on financial terms with Mary Neal, William Kimber and his cousin went up to
London to teach morris dances to the Espérance girls at their London headquarters at
Cumberland Market, St Pancras. The dances and songs they learned were performed to an
enthusiastic invited audience (including pioneer Labour MP Keir Hardie) in February 1906,
followed by a public performance in April, which included a lecture by Sharp.

The dances were extremely popular and before the end of the year, Espérance girls were
teaching the dances in six counties and six London clubs. At this time, Sharp and Neal were on
the same wave-length: Neal saw the dances and songs as a way of brightening the lives of the
urban poor, while Sharp hoped that their beauty would drive out the ‘vulgarity’ of the music
hall. As Roy Judge has written, Sharp and Neal saw them “not simply as a nostalgic
entertainment, but as an instrument for good.”
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Further public concerts were given, the Espérance girls and women travelled further to teach
and, from the best of the dancers, Florrie Warren, Sharp and MacIlwaine notated the dances
for publication in the first of several volumes of The Morris Book.

In these first couple of years, Mary Neal was seen, rightly, as the principal partner in their
activities. She was a born organiser and it was her girls who were giving the performances and
being invited to teach the dances. Sharp was the supporting actor – occasionally giving
lectures, although his main activity still lay in collecting and publishing folk songs.

As time went on, and as Sharp extended his knowledge by collecting more dances, the issues
of quality control and who was to lead this morris dance revival arose. Sharp felt he was being
written out of the picture, and that Neal was usurping his role of ‘morris authority’. But it was
Mary Neal who was leading the dancers and the teachers, extending their repertoire by inviting
traditional dancers from Ilmington and Abingdon to London to teach the Espérance girls, and
she published The Espérance Morris Book.

Increasingly, Sharp felt that the Espérance dancers were too boisterous and “hoydenish”. His
emphasis was on graceful dancing. Neal regarded Sharp’s approach as “the blighting touch of
the pedant and the expert”. For a while, the gathering disagreements were private, but they
bubbled up into the national press in 1910. It was then that Mary Neal went back to other
Headington dancers, who disputed Kimber’s descriptions of the dances.

Mary Neal’s approach was for the Espérance girls to learn the morris steps from the traditional
dancers, and then for the girls to teach others, and for them, in turn to teach yet more
dancers, even if the resulting dances, several stages down the line, bore little resemblance to
what the traditional dancer had originally taught. Sharp put great faith on authenticity: the
descriptions of the traditional dancers. He wanted a touchstone, a yardstick, something that
the revival could refer to, ensuring that the dances were being performed ‘properly’. Hence, he
kept detailed notes of what he collected, so that we now have not only his books, but also his
written-up manuscripts and even his rough field notebooks.

With hindsight, and with greater knowledge about the process of transmission in tradition, we
can see, perhaps, that Sharp’s approach was flawed. What he collected was only a snap-shot –
the dances might have been quite different ten or a hundred years earlier. But at least we do
know what was being performed then. If there had only been the Espérance dancers, and no
Sharp notes, we would have had no record at all of what had been danced in the past. But
without Mary Neal’s initial interest, perhaps Sharp’s knowledge of morris dancing would have
stayed in his 1899 notebook.

By 1912, Sharp was gaining the upper hand. He extended the dance repertoire to include
sword and country dances, and the English Folk Dance Society (EFDS) was founded in 1911.
Mary Neal wrote of the “beautiful, graceful and charming” dancing of Sharp’s displays, but
categorised it as art dancing, not folk dancing – “far removed from what I saw at Bampton”.
For his part, Sharp considered that Neal could not see further than philanthropy, and did not
appreciate that the folk dance revival was an “artistic movement”. The Times contrasted “the
spirit of joy” of the Espérance dancers with “the spirit of accuracy” of Sharp’s supporters.
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Neal and Sharp were both strong personalities, each wanting their own way. Emmeline
Pethick, one of Neal’s closest friends, wrote of her as “a challenging person, who provoked
others to violent reactions of like and dislike”. A similar comment could have been made about
Sharp. Others recalled her “kindness, her formidable energy, her wit and her ability for making
things happen.”

Douglas Kennedy, Sharp’s successor as Director of the EFDS, later the English Folk Dance and
Song Society (EFDSS), wrote in the 1980s that, for him, the Sharp-Neal debate was one of
content versus form – and that he had “seen the pendulum swing from side to side” between
the two ever since. His recollection of an Espérance display was that it was “all impulse and
impressionistic but a bit of a mess.” He felt that if there had been no Mary Neal “we should
have had to invent one” to spur Sharp on to collect the dances and devise the notations.

Throughout the period, political life was dominated by the issue of women’s suffrage. Mary
Neal had attended the first committee meeting of the Women’s Suffrage and Political Union in
1906 and contributed to the magazine Votes For Women. Many of her supporters were active
in the suffrage campaign, as indeed was Cecil Sharp’s sister Evelyn, but not Cecil, who
distanced himself from the increasingly violent suffragette actions.

In the run up to the 1914 war, Espérance activity waned. Mary Neal put her organisational
abilities into the war effort, and after 1918 she recognised that, in the face of Sharp’s
supremacy, it would be impossible to resume her folk dance role. She continued to devote
herself to children’s welfare, but her contacts with folk dance were only occasional. In 1937,
she was appointed CBE, for her work with the revival of folk songs and dances. She died in
1944.

Mary Neal’s rehabilitation dates from the 1970s. The women’s movement led to women
challenging positions dominated by men, including morris dancing. From the 1920s, the public
display of morris was confined to men’s teams, although women continued to learn the dances
in classes. In the 1970s, women looked for precedents for them dancing morris, which led
back to Neal and the Espérance dancers. Val Parker, a member of Bath City Morris, one of the
first 1970s women’s sides, was overjoyed to hear about Mary Neal and used the photographs
of the Espérance dancers as inspiration for her team’s kit. Another team, based in Islington,
London, called themselves New Espérance to celebrate the contribution of the earlier dancers,
and team member Janet Dowling also started Mary Neal Rapper. Janet found the story of Mary
Neal “inspirational”, and at a time when some morris men were engaged in a “keep morris
male” campaign, Janet felt that New Espérance could “claim a lineage that was older than
most of the men’s teams, and that gave us confidence in what we were doing”. But it had not
been simply a matter of Sharp’s dancers being men and Neal’s being women: both camps used
both sexes for their displays.

The late Roy Judge fully researched Mary Neal’s life and contribution, contributing an influential
article to the Folk Music Journal in 1989. In 1998, Sue Swift wrote and produced a play, The
Forgotten Mary Neal, which was performed at Sidmouth and Hastings. The latter show was
attended by Lucy Neal who was Mary’s great great niece, and director of the London
International Festival of Theatre. Lucy built on Roy Judge’s earlier work and brought together
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Mary Neal’s manuscripts and records, which she has lodged at the Vaughan Williams Memorial
Library.
For Lucy, the key to Mary’s contribution is that “spirit of joy”. Lucy says, “What is exciting is
that the current work of the EFDSS celebrates equally the pioneering work of both Mary Neal
and Cecil Sharp. Theirs is a shared legacy: a passion for English folk song and dance, and a
recognition that people of each generation create their culture, first and foremost, by taking
part in it.”

www.maryneal.org
Derek Schofield
Originally published in fRoots 357 (March 2013), reprinted with kind permission of the author:
www.frootsmag.com

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Where Have All the Researchers Gone?
My key motivation in Folk Arts is, in the words of Cpt James T Kirk is to ‘go where nobody else
has been before’. Although perceived ‘tradition’ has to be respected, it is robust enough to
sustain wider boundaries. Innovation has its place, but in my opinion, has more respect if
honestly ‘rooted’ to the tradition from which it is derived.

Inspired by the album ‘Morris On’ released in 1972, I finally became involved in 1977 after
gaining useful employment (money is necessary) and passing my driving test (a prerequisite if
you want to get around and join a morris club!) In my first season with the Cup Hill morris
men, the squire announced each pub stand dance making them sound like a grand tour of
Cotswold villages few of us had ever been to. I pondered why no dances of our own? What
happened to dance tradition in my native south of England – local history records show we had
some?

Roy Dommett’s workshops at Sidmouth were a ‘must’ for any aspiring performer. Tuition was
interspersed with talks on traditions that may have been unfamiliar to most – it was bad
enough trying to find ‘Fieldtown’ on any Ordnance Survey map! One talk was on the Morris of
the South. Hey, Salisbury and Shaftesbury (both places he mentioned) were halfway between
Sidders and home! Must visit! Another boon was that I worked in London, so was able to take
odd afternoons off and visit the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library to rifle anything useful
there. Books such as ‘Ritual Animal Disguise’ by E.C. Cawte and ‘Jack in the Green’ by Roy
Judge became bibles to me.

Fortunately, my enquiring mind was steered by the squire of Fleur de Lys morris in the 1980s
towards the nascent Women’s Morris Federation Technical Group, led by Sue Swift, which sadly
only existed for a few years, but long enough to give me further inspiration. The group helped
identify and nurture existing interests, and comprised people like Keith Chandler, Mike Heaney,
Philip Heath-Coleman, Janet Dowling-Green and Sally Wearing. Research findings were
published in this magazine, the Ring equivalent ‘Morris Dancer’, and ‘English Dance & Song’.
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By that time, I was well under way in researching the morris custom at Salisbury, the
Shaftesbury Byzant, and Oak Apple Day at Great Wishford. Contacts were further broadened
upon visits to the Crewe & Alsager Technical College for the annual series of ‘Traditional Dance’
conferences chaired by Theresa Buckland.

At that time, Keith was busy identifying as much as possible of the ‘who’ of the Morris using
newspapers as a research tool. Mike was tackling more historical aspects. Philip was
indefatigable in his analysis of published material in the public domain. When I joined the
Seven Champions in September 1992, I identified Molly dancing as under-researched and
deserving the ‘Chandler’ treatment, and quickly discovered British Library Newspapers in
Colindale Avenue in Hendon. Visits to Cambridge Public Library followed, where parts of the
Russell Wortley’s archive were held, and later to Sheffield where the remaining parts of the
Wortley archive were located. Keen interest was taken in named participants in Molly, vital
details established and checked with newspapers, and letters written to any likely descendants
to discover anything else useful. I still retain my enthusiasm and interest in East Anglian Molly
today, but am no choreologist (or whatever word suffices for anyone skilled enough to
transmit, notate and/or teach at workshops) and people have been courteous enough to
donate notation of dances some of the newer teams there have composed.

Since moving to Kent in 1986, I have been through county archives and through local
newspapers finding as much as I could relevant to traditional music, song and dance. One
project put me in contact with all practitioners of the East Kent Christmas custom of
Hoodening, and likewise following up any other leads concerning ‘tradition’ – broadcaster
Simon Evans was a great help in the early days. Even today, a keen awareness of ‘tradition’
local to any place I visit becomes obsessive – hence my interest in the Knill ceremony at St
Ives last October, and customs local to Tyneside and Norfolk where my daughters now live.

So that’s me. What about anyone else? Even in the United States, John Forrest and Tony
Barrand have proved inspirational 3000 miles away. It dismays me that, apart from some of
the people named earlier who are still active researchers, there is a dearth of new ideas and
workers out there. Okay, there was a long period when ‘Morris’ became unfashionable, but the
folk press assures us that a rising generation are there to complement us ‘oldies’ (not that I
see much evidence of that in South-east England). So has everything about ‘Morris’ worth
finding been discovered? I think not.

I was heartened to read Phil Heaton’s book ‘Rapper’ last year. It is scholarly, but readable at
all levels – but Phil is no Spring chicken! Dave Jones wrote a book about what was perceived
as Welsh border morris in 1988: however, the term ‘Border Morris’ hadn’t even been concocted
until Ashley Hutchings’s album ‘Rattlebone and Ploughjack’ and John Kirkpatrick launched his
Shropshire Bedlams in the mid 1970s. In fact, all the ‘traditional’ Border dances were
published in Lionel Bacon’s ‘Handbook of Morris Dancing’ in 1974. There are a number of books
on Molly by myself, Cambridge Morris Men and Elaine Bradtke. It would be great to see ‘Bacon’
books of North-West Morris and Longsword by anyone of like mind. Further to that, Mike
Heaney once gave a paper (and published it) on ‘Bedlam’ morris which highlighted forms of
ceremonial dance beyond the Cotswold area that didn’t fall neatly into any genre.
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Part of the Newcastle traditional music course involves writing a dissertation on ‘the tradition’
(Jim Causley’s was on Devon singer Margaret Palmer). Perhaps Morris is one area that a
prospective graduate could write about? I deliberately began a lecture series at Sidmouth in
2005, so the revived festival could promote itself in the field of public education, and also
widen and highlight unfamiliar areas of tradition. It is maintained today by Derek Schofield
after I was taken ill in 2009. Future offers should be tendered to him or artistic director Alan
Bearman for future contributions.

I am also a member of the Traditional Song Forum, and its members have a seemingly
bottomless fascination with that subject, be it from the viewpoint of the song, singer, or just
looking at the wider picture to inject a ‘little humanity’ into the subject under discussion – one
over-enthusiastic phrase I heard someone utter at a conference some time ago! Perhaps the
same could be done in contemporary dance research. All the performers of say forty or fifty
years ago may be regarded in their own way as ‘part of the tradition’ – shouldn’t we start
documenting that? There was no YouTube in the 1970s. So much is taken for granted today.
Apart from the osteopath appointments, what stories ought to be documented about the highstepping in vogue teams of the 1980s such as Old Spot, Mr Jorrocks and South Downs?

‘Morris Matters’ has been very encouraging in providing a platform for researchers into
Ceremonial Dance. Other magazines fail to come close. Even ‘English Dance & Song’ today
seems slow to pick up on revivals with an historical precedent, such as the May Day events at
Rochester and Hastings (to name two of many), Molly in East Anglia; or even the ‘tradition’ at
Padstow, Minehead, Wishford, or further afield. Is anything happening in Lancashire and
Cheshire today – or what? Are there any Border teams who don’t try to emulate the
Shropshire Bedlams/Martha Rhodens? YouTube tells us there’s so much ‘out there’ that
remains unsung elsewhere. I have always been motivated in broadening one’s horizons rather
than winching up the proverbial drawbridge, I can’t be the only one!

Returning to where I started, Roy Dommett said (paraphrasing him): ‘no matter where you go
to, you’ll always find some aspect of dance or local ceremonial performance’. It would be good
if someone younger can seize the baton in the third millennium. We are now forty years from
‘Morris On’ and Morris clubs have come and gone, ebbed and flowed, some innovative others
not. But how many have documented their dances to the point of ‘passing them on’ to a new
generation? YouTube is a wonderful tool by which to learn and imitate style and dance from
existing teams, but will the files posted be available in ten, twenty, forty years’ time? It still
strikes me that there is so little time, and so much to do. We need people out there who are
prepared to take up the challenge.

George Frampton
June 2013
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Dance with Dommett – Take 2
This was held again in the well appointed Hawley Lane St John’s Activity Centre, where the
people in charge couldn’t be more helpful if they tried. The weekend event ran smoothly
thanks to Beth Neill’s organisation and orchestration. Beth ran last year’s event and this
year’s was run on similar lines with her and her husband Steve doing the lion’s share of the
catering with the assistance of some of Windsor Morris.
Roy’s theme this year was to ask morris sides who had their own “made-up traditions” to come
along to demonstrate/teach and talk about the whys and wherefores of their said traditions.
But before all of that, Friday night was dinner – meet and greet and get to know people ready
for Roy’s 1st workshop which he started as soon as enough people had arrived. At this
workshop Roy went through some of the “choruses” that he had made up, adapted from other
sources and has taught at previous workshops - the majority of these choruses Fleet Morris do
use in their dances. However in Roy’s usual indomitable style he chose not to give all the
instructions on how the choruses go but instead let the various groups work it out for
themselves and adapt as necessary. This method brings out the group’s dynamics for better
or for worse but never “for boring.”
Saturday the first session was Sheffield City Morris teaching Medup – with much banter and
enthusiasm from Pete Johnson, Dominic Rice and Pete Delamere (music from Alec Thompson,
who came down specially for this session) which in turn was picked up by the rest of us.
After the break Adrian Williams from Redbornstoke demonstrated Ampthill. After so many
years of seeing Redbornstoke dance Ampthill it was good to have a go. Adrian being unable to
accompany himself as the same time as demonstrate and call the figures, Mark Rogers and
Mary Jo Searle filled in brilliantly.
After a superb and welcome lunch break, more dancing followed by tea and more teamwork.
After dinner Roy gave one of his talks without notes, with slides, and just chatted about his
working life/career, how he got into morris, and what this meant to both him and Marguerite.
He was presented with a cake and card signed by all the attendees to say thanks for all his
inspiration to them over 50 years of workshops. Roy then showed snippets of Wilson, Betty
and Keppel doing the sand dance. So no time for relaxing - we got into groups again and
attempted to recreate what we had just watched. A brilliant end to an admirable day.
Sunday morning, several ex-members of Bantam Cocks turned up and gave a session on their
Raglan tradition both hanky and sticks. Colin Baker and Kathy Saunders set the scene by
explaining their history. We watched videos of them performing at Epcot theme park in the
US. Then, with Gary O’Mahoney playing and two of the side dancing, we proceeded to have a
go at Raglan. A wonderful tradition. The hanky dances are danced across the music but the
stick dances are “go with the beat”. Lots of concentration needed. They emphasised how
much they used to focus on precision – and it showed!
The final slot was run by Jameson Wooders of Berkshire Bedlam who taught one of their more
challenging dances – after which we had lunch, wound down and said fond farewells.
Denise Allen
Fleet Morris
July 2013
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Post script - A superb weekend with special significance for me as a Farnborough Morris
Dancer coming back to Farnborough! The theme of the workshops with “invented traditions”
was particularly apt since Farnborough over the years very much developed its own style and for want of a better word - philosophy! The teams contributing to the weekend all showed that
very special combination of tradition and originality – “Morris Dancing but not as you know it”!
The dances felt right when you were dancing. In many ways for me this weekend was also all
about Roy’s contribution to the Morris – teaching and encouraging, respecting the roots and
origins of the tradition but not being afraid to do what Morris Dancers have always done over
the ages – change things!
Steve Earwicker
June 2013

American Film Archive
Editor’s note: Well…… Some of the research that George Frampton mentioned earlier is going on in the
USA – Jan Elliott has let us have a sight of some video clips that Mitch Diamond is working on. They are
wonderful to watch! These arrived just before the Roy Dommett workshop but the corporate might of
those assembled there didn’t get much further on identifying the dancers/dances. Watch this space for
more news of the films or contact me if you want to get in touch with Jan or Mitch.

The story of the footage began years ago in Boston, when Brad Sayler of Pinewoods Morris
Men handed me a second-generation copy of some old hand-cranked film footage he'd
managed to salvage from the family of fellow teammate Dick Conant (Jr.) & convert to analog
video. He only made 3 copies; gave one to Dick's widow Gerda & kept one.
There's a link from Pinewoods Camp thorough the Conants back to early EFDSS. Sharp had
sent two teachers to the USA at the request of Helen Storrow (a girl scout pioneer and Boston
Brahmin who'd just turned her girl scout leadership training camp in Plymouth, MA into an
English dance camp after meeting Sharp). Both teachers stayed for life. One was May Gadd;
the other was Lily Roberts, who married Richard Conant (Sr.), and inherited Storrow's camp,
now called Pinewoods. Gerda is Lily's daughter-in-law.
In 1975, after Lily's death, the family sold Pinewoods to a nonprofit organisation formed to
manage it; the film languished in their possession till rescued by Brad. That rescued footage is
about half an hour, showing a touring group in America in 1927 & 1929 at an agricultural
college (now UMass), at the Storrows' home in Lincoln, MA, and at camp. It finishes with
snippets of the Pinewoods Morris Men's 1964 camp tour (the first since being convinced by
Nibs Matthews to join the Morris Ring & become a proper team), with Lily in the background.
Mitch Diamond agreed to make a DVD from it, then talked to David Conant (Dick Jr. & Gerda's
son) and got more footage. One video shows Douglas Kennedy dancing a jig, various morris
dances by men and women (Fieldtown, Adderbury, Bampton), and Playford country dances.
Dancers include Douglas Kennedy, Maud Karpeles, May Gadd and others. We've been trying to
identify them before putting this out, but it's just too much work with too many delays.
So Mitch is just working on making a decent quality product, which can help raise funds for
relevant organizations. I'd be happy to see it sold by EFDSS (and CDSS & Pinewoods ...), and
have mentioned this to Malcolm Taylor at EFDSS.
Jan Elliott
April 2013
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DERT 2013 – we are the champions!
In the past, I have written articles about DERT from the perspective of a competitor and an
organiser. This time, it’s different – these are the views from someone in a winning team,
Mabel Gubbins Rapper.
The annual international Dancing England Rapper Tournament was organised this year in
Burton-on-Trent, by the every resourceful Ryknild Rabble. They had nobly stepped in to fill
the void left by the lack of other volunteers and offered a ‘back to basics’ weekend, 8th to 10th
March 2013.
I’m not sure how they defined basics, but it didn’t feel like a step backwards; in fact, almost all
of the vital elements were there and many of the not-so-vital ones. They didn’t lay on any
formal entertainment, as Thrales did in 2012, but that wasn’t a problem. In fact, my
impression was that it worked better, as the social elements of the weekend succeeded;
rapper teams are very good at providing their own entertainment.
Ryknild sensibly followed the pattern used since Glasgow in 2003, with each team being
judged in five pubs during the day, followed by a grand show all together in one big venue, the
Town Hall. The competition venues varied, as usual, but were all within easy walking distance.
The Town Hall was daunting (rapper works best in crowded pubs) but it turned out to be a
great venue for the evening. Right size, separate bar, lovely atmosphere – spot on.
The winners of all the three main classes were women. As you will have gathered, we won our
class, the Championship. Star and Shadow won the Premier class, the overall Steve Marris
Trophy and Best Musician, all against stiff opposition. They ended the evening with an
unusually large team on the main stage, making a 13 sword lock.
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Sheffield Steel not only won the Open class, but also the new team prize.
achievement, especially as there were 12 other teams in Open.

Quite an

There was a major mishap when the results were announced. One of the teams from Warwick
University was originally announced as having won the Open Class. They knew they hadn’t
won and it turned out they were right. A simple mistake when working out the marks was
rectified the next morning. This kind of mistake is becoming something of a tradition at DERT,
but hopefully one that will be stamped upon firmly in the future.
Male rapper dancers did get a look in, especially Sallyport. They came first AND second in the
Traditional Competition (they entered two different dances), and they won the Spotlight prize,
which was for a one off performance in the Town Hall. And Black Swan won the Tyzack Plate,
awarded to the team with the highest scores for ‘buzz’.
I’m Mabel’s character (Tommy? Betty? Totty? I don’t mind which as I don’t feel I need a
label). I came 7th out of 27 in the character competition, which was deservedly won by Chris
Cartridge from Sallyport. I can console myself that that is the same as the team, as we, if you
put all the classes together, came 7th out of 25 teams.

Why did we win? I know the obvious answer is that we had practised hard and were the best
in our class (and we clearly were, with 495 marks against 469 scored by Mons Meg who came
second). But we think that we really won because we are consistent – we did five good dances
in the competition. Not all the teams can manage that.
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We probably helped ourselves in this respect when we organised DERT in 2011 by changing
how the scores were calculated. Until then, the lowest score was removed for each team, so
only four pubs contributed to the final marks. We stopped that and since then all five pubs
have counted towards the mark. That must help teams like us who turn in reliably good
performances, but probably counts against the ones that take more risks. Their performances
are usually more exciting, but more prone to disaster.
We also think that the generosity of the teams who formed our audiences in the competition
pubs helped us win. If the other competitors hadn’t watched, we wouldn’t have had many
people in our audiences in some pubs. The teams helped our ‘buzz’, that indefinable quality
that rapper is all about.
As a character, I love an attentive, responsive audience who are
happy to throw themselves into being part of the show, and that was what we got in Burton.
We came back from Burton with many happy memories and a curious plate (see the photo).
Apart from winning, the highlights of the weekend for us included:
•
the Travel Lodge where we stayed (brand new, next to the station, with a bar that
stayed open until the last person went to bed – fabulous)
•
the Coopers Tavern, which was so crowded that I had to stand on the seating for part
of our performance, and which sold us blissfully good real cider in sensible carry out containers
•
the Indian restaurant that fitted in our party of about 12 at almost no notice and let us
get our drinks from the pub over the road
•
the landlady in the Old Cottage Tavern who was serving by herself when lots of rapper
dancers descended late on Saturday night and who allowed three complete strangers to work
behind the bar, trusting them when they said they knew what they were doing
•
Katie’s huge (and I mean HUGE!) breakfast in a Weatherspoon’s pub on Sunday (which
she says she ordered by mistake…).
Earlier in this article, I said that almost all of the vital elements were there. The one that was,
unfortunately, missing was a good supply of beer at the indoor camping venue on Friday
evening, which was the main ‘meeting and greeting’ place at the start of the weekend. By the
time we arrived at about 10 pm, the real ale had run out and Ryknild Rabble had had to get
emergency supplies from the local supermarket. Everyone was very understanding and it
didn’t spoil the evening, but it will, unfortunately, be one of the things that sticks in people’s
minds about the weekend.
But, for us, that will pale into insignificance next to our memories of the DERT where we first
won first prize. Especially as we took rather a good supply of gin with us….

Sally Wearing (with input from others in the team)
Mabel Gubbins Rapper
July 2013
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Updating Morris: the leaked report
With all the government cuts to council and arts spending, grants for local groups such as
Morris sides are getting difficult to find. It may come as a relief to know that in 2014 the EU is
to launch it “Creative Culture” programme which will promote and invest in the “cultural and
creative sectors because they significantly contribute to economic growth, employment,
innovation and social cohesion. Creative Europe will safeguard and promote cultural and
linguistic diversity”.
(For details go to http://ec.europa.eu/culture/creative-europe/)
While this may be an opportunity to get some professionalism into the Morris there has been
some disquiet in Morris circles that some of the language and practices that have developed in
Morris and its associated traditions over the years and the way these might impact on their
chances of getting EU funding. This has given a new urgency to the general feeling that some
updating needs to done to bring the Morris into line with modern values if it is to survive and
prosper in the twenty-first century.
To this end the Joint Morris Organisations’ (JMO) formed the Standing Committee to Update
Morris, Beasts and Guising (or SCUMBAG as it is more generally referred to). Its first report is
due to be published at the Morris Federation’s AGM in September but on the basis of the
discussions that have been leaked to me, here are some of the key recommendations we are
likely to see.
Given the recent fracas about the misinterpretation of certain performances, issues of Equality
and Diversity were obviously to the fore. Following representations from the Papacy, RTB’s or
“Right Toe backs” are to be banned as a satirical reference to the Roman Catholic practice of
genuflecting in front of the alter. In return the Pope has agreed to lift the ban on Catholics
dancing Morris and could lead to an influx of new members.
In fairness to other minority groups the sub-committee for the Review of Abbreviations,
Nomenclature and Terms (the RANT committee) has agreed that:
The “Black Book” itself is to be withdrawn and reissued in a non-political turquoise cover.
The half and full gyp or gypsy is to be renamed but there was no agreement to what. This is
to be considered at a future meeting.
Despite the protests, the blackening of faces for Molly or Border Morris is not to be banned –
provided they only blacken their own faces and not those of the audience. However, following
a massive lobbying campaign by various environmental groups all such sides will be restricted
to 1 litre of water and 5 grams of soap to wash in afterwards – note this will be per day not
per performance. As this is on environmental grounds it is accepted that this will also apply to
sides that use other colours of face paint. Rumours that some members of the committee had
shares in a company producing wet wipes were quickly scotched with a series of solicitors’
letters.
As a further drive for sustainability, dance sides will only be allowed to use sticks from
renewable sources. While it was accepted that this was probably already happening, each side
will be expected to register its source of sticks with the keeper of the JMOs’ List of General
Goods, Expendables and Resources (commonly called the “LOGGER”).
There was also a lot of debate about the extent to which performances encourage violence. As
far as Morris dances go all songs and rhymes used as an introduction to a dance (e.g. The
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Lollipop Man, Fanny Frail) are banned pending review and revision by the Review (songs) subcommittee. This is on the basis that all such songs are probably racist, misogynist, or simply
crude and offensive. Furthermore, all stick dances involving a shooting gesture are to be
banned as inciting or condoning violence.
The discussion about the influence of Mummers plays on the level of knife crime was hotly
contested with King George and “Smasher” taking one view and the Paladin and Turkish
Knights taking another. The doctors were called and further debate was deferred pending
clarification on what constituted “an edged weapon, cudgel, club, or representation thereof”.
This has delayed the report of the Mummer and Guizing (MUG) committee but the other main
issues seem to be that:
Some Christian groups have questioned the representation of the Devil as a comic character or
as one who collects money for good causes.
There is also some concern that the “Old Mother” may encourage cross-dressing and gender
confusion amongst the younger audience.
The RSPCA has asked to be notified of all performances involving hobby horses or other
beasts.
There is still time to contribute to this debate so if you have any views on these issues the
advice from the JMO is to write to the Obadiah Lankin, Chair of SCUMBAG c/o Morris Matters
etc.
Long Lankin
June 2013
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