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More anniversaries coming up – Pinewoods came over from America to celebrate 50 years, 

the Morris Federation will be celebrating 40 years in September this year and my own 

team, Windsor Morris, like several others, will be holding events to mark their 40th year of 

dancing.   I wonder how many of those teams saw that landmark arriving?  It doesn’t seem 

so long since I was collating the Morris Federation booklet “21 Years On”!  I know one of 

the questions in the Morris Census conducted by Jack Worth last year across all three 

morris organisations was about whether teams saw themselves as still being around in a 

few years time: his findings will be published by the morris organisations- interesting 
reading! 

Shortly after the last issue came out we were sorry to hear of the death of Eddie Cass, an 

authority on the traditional Pace Egg plays and other Lancashire customs and a leading 

light in the Folklore Society and the Society for Folk Life Studies.   
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Discovering a New Reference to Morris Dancing in Berkshire 
 

So, what do you do when you’ve finished your PhD? 

This is the question I found myself asking when, in December 2011, I finally submitted my 

doctoral thesis.  Six long years of part-time research into social and economic history at the 

University of Reading, crammed in between a full-time day job in the pharmaceutical 

industry and performing with no fewer than six morris teams (Berkshire Bedlam, 

Hammersmith, Oyster, Rumworth, Seven Champions and Tyler’s Men), had finally come to 

an end – and frankly I didn’t know what to do with myself!  Yes, it had been hard work.  

Yes, it had been painful and tedious at times.  But it had also been a subject I greatly 

enjoyed and it had given me a sense of purpose.  In many ways, attending history 

conferences and establishing a new network of friends had reminded me what it had been 
like when I had first joined a morris team and started going to festivals.  But now, with the 
final draft of the thesis submitted and the graduation ceremony over, it was all finished. 

The answer to my question came when I was asked to give a talk on the history of morris 

dancing to my local history society in Wokingham a few months after my graduation.  

During the research for my talk, I re-read the introduction to Alfred Williams’ Folk Songs of 
the Upper Thames and noted his comments about morris being found in Gloucestershire 

and Oxfordshire but not in Berkshire or Wiltshire.1  Here at last was the perfect topic for me 

to investigate next.  My PhD thesis had analysed local and regional variations in society and 

the economy within early modern Berkshire, and here was a comparable question regarding 

local and regional variations in popular culture across the upper Thames Valley.  Why 

should these differences have occurred?  Indeed, was Williams’ statement actually correct 

at all?  Had there actually been morris dancing in Berkshire (outside Abingdon, that is), but 
only no-one had looked for it before? 

I knew that Mike Heaney had previously discovered several new references to hitherto 

unknown morris teams in Buckinghamshire by looking for records of payments to visiting 

local sides in the household accounts from Stowe House.  I wondered, therefore, whether 

unknown morris teams in Berkshire might similarly be found through records of payments 

in Berkshire household accounts.  I duly visited the Berkshire Record Office in Reading and 

began looking through the accounts for large houses in the Vale of the White Horse that 

survived from the 18th and 19th centuries.  I reasoned that the Vale would be the best 

place to start since it was closest to the known morris locations in Oxfordshire.  I began 

with the accounts of the Southby family of Carswell Manor in the parish of Buckland (just 

across the river Thames from Bampton in Oxfordshire) for the years circa 1695 to 1730.2  I 
noted payments for new clothes, barbers, even for dancing lessons, but no payments to 
visiting morris sides. 

I then searched the Wellesley Papers, which contain documents relating to the 
Throckmorton family of Buckland, but who also held land at Weston Underwood in 

Buckinghamshire.  Although the Berkshire records again drew a blank, there were detailed 

disbursements from 1699 to 1733 (with a gap from March 1700 to April 1701) by a steward 

apparently relating to the Weston Underwood estates.3  The accounts contained the 
following entries: 

16 Jun 1701       By ye order to ye Morris Dancers        £00-02s-06d 

27 Dec 1701       To the Morris dancers                          £00-02s-06d 

01 Jan 1704/05   To a morris dancer from Stratford        £00-01s-00d 

In addition to these references, there were numerous other entries relating to Mayers (with 

their May Bushes), Mummers and Wassailers, as well as to "Musick" or "Museick" from 

                                                             
1
 Alfred Williams, Folk Songs of the Upper Thames (London: Duckworth & Co, 1923), p. 26. 

2
 Berkshire Record Office (BRO): accounts of the Southby family of Carswell Manor, Buckland (ref: D/EX1876). 

3
 BRO: Wellesley Papers (ref: D/EWe). 
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places as far afield as Northampton, Olney, Huntingdon, Bedford, Dunstable and "out of 
Warwickshire". 

Although not strictly from Berkshire, I wondered whether I had nonetheless discovered 

some previously unknown references to morris dancing.  I rushed home from the Berkshire 

Record Office and checked Keith Chandler’s Morris Dancing in the English South Midlands, 
1660-1900: A Chronological Gazetteer.4  The parishes of Weston Underwood and 

“Stratford” were not mentioned.  I excitedly fired off an email to Keith mentioning my 

findings.  Only after I had pressed the “Send” button did it occur to me that these 

references may not have been listed in Keith’s gazetteer simply because the provenance of 

the dancers was uncertain.  Although the performances had occurred at Weston 

Underwood, the dancers did not necessarily come from there.  Indeed, in the one instance 

where additional detail was given, it was explicitly stated that the performer came from 

“Stratford”, but it was not clear whether this actually related to nearby Fenny Stratford or 

to Stony Stratford.  Disheartened, I checked Keith’s companion volume to his gazetteer, 

Ribbons, Bells and Squeaking Fiddles: The Social History of Morris Dancing in the English 
South Midlands, 1660-1900.5  Sure enough, the Weston Underwood references were 
already known.6 

I returned to the Berkshire Record Office to try again.  I looked at other household 

accounts throughout the northern parts of the old county of Berkshire closest to the 

Thames, but all without success.  Eventually Lisa Spurrier, one of the archivists at the 

Record Office, mentioned a reference to morris dancing in the late 18th-century memoir of 

William Savory of Brightwalton.7  The parish of Brightwalton lies on the Berkshire Downs, 

rather further to the south than the Vale of the White Horse.  I was not expecting to find 

references to morris there, so wondered at first whether William Savory may simply have 

been visiting Abingdon or Oxford when he encountered the morris.  I ordered up the 

document from the archive store room and proceeded to read.  William’s account 

commenced with a description of his home parish and then went on to describe his family 

background, including their interests in music, the church band and bell-ringing.  It was a 

fascinating depiction of the minutiae of life in the eighteenth century.  Eventually William 
described his uncle John Savory, who was… 

… very fond of Card playing - Dancing &c - him with more of his Companions went to Morris 

Dancing and ornamented themselves with Snail shells instead of Bells.  Their Squire was 

one Robt Brown who lived at a little Cottage House in the way to Farnbro & occupied his 

own land.  Since dead his land is now occupied by Mr Harbert with the Manor Farm - their 
Musitioner was Betty the wife of Stephen Taylor now living at Brightwalton.8 

In addition to noting some of the more unusual aspects in this source (such as the use of 

snail shells instead of bells, and the presence of a female musician), I was very excited to 

discover that William Savory’s account described, not a visit to better-known morris 

locations along the Thames or in Oxfordshire, but local performers in an area where morris 

dancing had been previously unknown during this period.  Furthermore, the fact that some 

of the performers were named meant that I was immediately able to find them in other 

records, such as parish registers and wills.  John Savory, Robert Brown, Stephen Taylor and 

his wife Elizabeth had all been born around the early to mid-1720s, pointing to morris 
activity occurring at Brightwalton probably sometime in the later 1740s or 1750s.  It also 

became clear that the participants at Brightwalton were not the labouring poor, as most 

morris dancers had been during the nineteenth century, but yeoman farmers, skilled 
craftsmen and tradesmen – in other words the ‘middling sort of people’. 

                                                             
4
 Keith Chandler, Morris Dancing in the English South Midlands, 1660-1900: A Chronological Gazetteer (London: 

Hisarlik Press, 1993). 
5
 Keith Chandler, Ribbons, Bells and Squeaking Fiddles: The Social History of Morris Dancing in the English South 

Midlands, 1660-1900 (London: Hisarlik Press, 1993). 
6
 Although not a new reference to morris dancing, I was pleased that the concurrence of morris dancers, 

mummers and wassailers did at least prove useful elsewhere; see Colin Cater and Karen Cater, Wassailing: 

Reawakening an Ancient Folk Custom (Ipswich: Hedingham Fair, 2013). 
7
 BRO: Commonplace Book of William Savory of Brightwalton (ref: D/EX2275/1). 

8
 BRO D/EX 2275/1, p. 31. 
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More tentatively this time, on returning home I again contacted Keith Chandler, who duly 

confirmed that this reference was new to him.  I therefore wrote up a very quick first draft 

of my findings and sent it to the editor of the Folk Music Journal.  I wanted to ensure that I 
would get something in print before anyone else found the reference. 

Although my initial article was accepted, I also received some comments from the editorial 

board about how I might improve my paper.  In particular, it was suggested that I might 

look further into the parallels between morris dancing and church bands and bell-ringing.  

Being a morris dancer first and foremost myself, these other aspects had been of only 

passing interest to me.  Nonetheless I started to read more widely around these subjects.  

This was a real eye-opener for me, for it revealed just how narrow my own interests had 

been.  Far from being just morris dancers, the participants at Brightwalton had been 

engaged in a whole range of customary activities.  I ended up learning much more about 

church bands and choirs, bell-ringing, Rogationtide processions (‘Beating the Bounds’) and 

village feasts in addition to morris dancing.  As morris dancers today, it is very easy to 

focus on technical issues, such as the variations between different traditions (which foot to 

start on, etc); we often overlook that the morris in the past was performed by real people 
living real lives as part of wider communities.  As I read more widely, it also became 

apparent that the Commonplace Book contained far more information than I had originally 

noted.  Indeed, I ended up going back to the Record Office on around four or five further 

occasions to look at the same document again and again, each time extracting additional 
details that I had not noted previously because I did not think them important.   

A picture emerged of a tier of important local families who came to think of themselves as 

representing the public face of their parish through their involvement in customary 

activities, like morris dancing, as well as their fulfilment of public office.  They were not the 

labouring poor, but craftsmen, tradesmen and farmers of ‘middling’ status.  These families 

had cemented their position in the parish through their involvement in the enclosure of the 

open fields in 1721, though the continued effects of agrarian capitalism throughout the 

18th century meant that, whilst the fortunes of some (John Savory) continued to rise, 

others (Robert Brown and Stephen Taylor) were not so lucky.  With the rise of gentility and 

the growing separation between polite and plebeian cultures, and the absence of any large 

landowners in Berkshire who might have continued to patronise traditional village 
festivities, the morris in Berkshire eventually died out.   

As a result of this extra work, I substantially re-wrote my article.  Full details can be found 
in the recently published volume of the Folk Music Journal.9 

Finding this 18th century reference to morris dancing in Berkshire has been gratifying on a 

number of levels.  First, from a purely academic point of view, I had questioned whether 

Alfred Williams’ statement about morris dancing not occurring south of the Thames had in 

fact been true.  By identifying an entry from Brightwalton on the Berkshire Downs, I was 

able to show that the morris was indeed more widely distributed than Alfred Williams 
suggested.   

Second, on a personal level, I have been heavily involved with the morris for almost thirty 

years.  I have had the pleasure of dancing with some excellent teams; I have won morris 
competitions; and I have made good friendships within the morris world, and even met my 

wife through morris dancing.  Discovering a ‘new tradition’ has been the icing on the cake 
in a long and varied morris career. 

Lastly, I have been tracing my family tree for many years, partly in the hope of finding a 

morris dancing ancestor.  Most of my ancestors lived in Berkshire, so the closest I have 

come to this so far was finding a marriage for an ancestor who lived in Steventon but which 

took place in nearby Abingdon.  Despite searching widely, I have been unable to find any 

ancestors who came from north of the Thames, from Bampton or Eynsham for instance.  

But I do have ancestors who lived in the parishes surrounding Brightwalton (and even some 

from Brightwalton itself, albeit at a later date than when morris dancing occurred there).  

                                                             
9
 Jameson Wooders, ‘“With Snail Shells instead of Bells”: Music, Morris Dancing, and the “Middling Sort” of People 

in Eighteenth-Century Berkshire’, Folk Music Journal (2015), vol. 10 no. 5, pp. 550-574. 
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In particular, my mother’s mother’s family, the Langfords, lived in the neighbouring parish 

of West Shefford from the mid-nineteenth century all the way back to the 16th century.  

They were of comparable status to the Savory family, must have been acquainted with 

them, and in fact some of them are even mentioned in the Savory manuscript.  Although I 

have absolutely no evidence at present, I could easily see my great-great-great-great-

grandfather Richard Langford, who was born in 1720 and who died of small pox in 1776, 

dancing the morris at West Shefford in the middle years of the 18th century, around the 
same time that the Savorys, Browns and Taylors were active in Brightwalton. 

I have continued the search for additional references to morris dancing in Berkshire.  Apart 

from an isolated reference to ‘morris belles’ in a late 17th century probate inventory for a 

shopkeeper from Abingdon (which I discovered purely by chance whilst investigating 

another question), I have so far had limited success.  I am convinced, however, that there 

must be other documents waiting to be discovered.  References to bell-ringers and church 
bands can be found in neighbouring parishes: why not morris dancers too? 

 

Jameson Wooders 

December 2014 
 

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

 

Norwich Kitwiches by the Plough after dancing in Cawston Church – see next 

article 
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The Earliest Recorded Ritual Dance in England? 
 

Cawston is a village of roughly 1400 people and lies 11 miles north-east of Norwich.  It is 

known for being the home of Broadland Wineries and possessing a spectacular 15th century 

church.  This is quite a boast in Norfolk, which has many spectacular medieval churches.  

Most people go to St Agnes to see the rood screen or the wonderful hammer beam roof.  

However, if you approach the west end you find a medieval or early Tudor gallery at about 

first floor level, in the tower.  It is known as the Plough Gallery, because of a unique 

inscription on it that reads “God spede the plow and send us Ale corn enow Our purpose for 
to make at crow of cok of the plowlete of Sygate  Be merry and glede Wat Good ale yis 
work mad.”  It is thought to date from the early 16th century. 

This is tangible evidence of a strong plough guild in the Cawston area.  Medieval guilds 
were numerous.  There were 907 guilds in Norfolk by the time of the Reformation.1    

Guilds were mutual self-help societies that formed for a variety of reasons; religious 

worship, help in sickness and burial, or for the increase in trade and commerce or the 

improvement of individual crafts.  They were frequently named after a saint and often 

connected with a trade.  Membership was voluntary but usually involved an entrance fee 

and annual subscription.  Their funds often acted as an insurance policy, helping members 

in times of need or hardship as well as purchasing items and paying for entertainments.  

Also it was important to have God’s blessing and the money was used to keep up an altar 

or saint’s image in the church and to ensure lights were burnt.  Richer guilds would usually 

employ a priest for this purpose as well as to say masses for the souls of departed guild 
members. 

The gallery at Cawston was probably a rood 

gallery which would have supported an image 
(usually of the saint after whom the plough guild 

had been named) and it is here that lights were 

kept burning in their honour.  The holes in which 

the candles were placed are still visible in the 

gallery at Cawston.  The guilds were in the habit 

of hiring or renting a room or building for their 

meetings and this became known as the Guildhall.  

The richest guilds may well have owned or built 

their own Guildhalls.  All of this cost money and, 

as well as subscriptions, most guilds had a guild 

day for celebrations and fund raising.  For the 

Plough Guild this was Plough Monday, the first 

Monday after Epiphany, traditionally the day that agricultural work recommenced after the 
Christmas celebrations.   

In England this has been considered as the date to start ploughing.  Gervaise Markham in 

“The English Husbandman” 1613 stated that ploughing the soil started at the beginning of 

the year which “with husbandmen is at Plow-day, being the first Monday after Twelfth day, 

at which time you shall gow forth with your draught and begin to plough”.2    

 

It is thought that on Plough Monday the farm workers would leave their guild meeting place 

at Sygate and take a small plough round the village, making a financial collection along the 

way, and would end up at St Agnes church, where the plough would be blessed and prayers 

said for a good harvest.  This would be followed by a distribution of the collection to the 

needy and general merrymaking.3 

                                                             
1
 E F W Ames: Notes on the church of S. Agnes (1947) Reepham, p14. 

2
 Thomas Davidson, quoted in Plough Rituals in England and Scotland, The Agricultural History Review Vol. VII p 11 

1959. 
3
 Susie Timms: Within these Ancient Walls: Discovering St. Agnes Church Cawston County Collegiate 2013 p.139.  

This is also mention in ref 1 above, although there is no reference given for this supposition. 
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The meeting place was the pub, The Plough, in 

the outlying hamlet of Sygate.  The Plough was 

closed in 1950 when the owners, Steward & 

Patteson Ltd, gave the plough sign to Cawston 

church where it can be seen today hanging near 

the plough gallery.  This building (now a private 

house) is likely to have been the old guildhall, a 

supposition supported by the assertion that it 

used to be called “The Plough Lights”.4  Sygate 

is a hamlet in the Parish of Cawston to the north 

and appears as Southgate on the Ordnance 

Survey map, due to an error by a surveyor in 

the 19th century.  There is debate about the 

origin of the name; it may be derived from Syk, 

an old personal name, but John Kett suggests that it comes from Suhl-geath, meaning 
Plough Lane or Street, since gate or gata was Scandinavian for Street.5  

Another reason for assuming the Plough to be the old Guildhall was that the inscription on 

the Plough Gallery mentions Sygate and the Plough Lights, as the pub used to be called.  

After asking for God’s blessing with the barley harvest “God spede the plow and send us Ale 
corn enow” it would appear that this barley was to be malted and brewed into beer at the 

Plough Light in the hamlet of Sygate rather early in the morning; “Our purpose for to make 
at crow of cok of the plowlete of Sygate”.  The final stanza “Be merry and glede Wat Good 
ale yis work mad” seems to refer to the purpose of good ale although Walter Rye suggested 

that ‘Good ale’ was a pun, referring to a churchwarden, Thomas Goldhale of Cawston, 

whose will was proved in 1524, suggesting that he may be responsible for the construction 
of the gallery.6 

In addition to the Plough Gallery and the Sygate Plough 

pub sign there is also a plough in the church.  This is a 

fairly recent addition having been donated by local 

farmer Robert James (Jimmy) Payne.  Ronald Hutton 

states, “In the East Midlands there were ‘plough lights’ 

kept burning in many churches, in some cases definitely 

maintained by special guilds.  Each probably had a 

plough placed in front.” 7   Although ploughs in churches 

are not unknown today, they are not common.  It is 

surprising therefore, that in the two neighbouring 

villages, Salle and Heydon there are also ploughs in the 

churches.  There are no other ploughs in churches nearby.  Is this just co-incidence, or is 

there a subconscious memory of the importance of the plough guilds in this area?   

That there is still a view of the importance of the plough in church life is substantiated by 

this quote from George Ewart Evans “Ploughs are still taken into church for blessing on 

Plough Sunday; and this January (1965) an old Norfolk ‘gallows’ horse-plough stood for the 

ceremony near the chancel arch in the magnificent parish church of Salle in Norfolk.” 8    

Whatever the reason for the ploughs, it was the catalyst that persuaded the Norwich 

Kitwitches to undertake a Plough Tour of the area in February 2014 when we processed 

with our plough from the old Sygate Plough to St Agnes in Cawston.  Subsequently our 

plough was introduced to the ploughs in all three churches and a celebratory Molly dance 

was performed in each church.  For good measure we also danced by the plough on the 

green at nearby Corpusty (placed there to mark the 19th century foundry that 
manufactured ploughs) as well as dancing at the local hostelries. 

                                                             
4
 www.norfolkpubs.co.uk 

5
 www.cawstonparish.info/Mills%20Sygate.htm 

6
 Walter Rye An account of the church and parish of Cawston, in the county of Norfolk Norwich, Agas H Goose 

1898 pp3-4 
7
 R Hutton The Rise and Fall of Merry England: The Ritual Year 1400-1700 OUP 1994 

8
 George Ewart Evans The Pattern under the plough Faber & Faber 1966 p.136 
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It therefore seems that there is evidence of a very strong Plough Guild in Cawston, which 

quite possibly held notable celebrations on Plough Monday to raise money for the guild and 

ploughlights.  Although the guilds were suppressed at the Reformation it is also quite likely 

that some form of celebration continued as a pub, reputedly called the Plough Lights and 
later, definitely the Plough, remained in the hamlet of Sygate until 1950.   

Ronald Hutton felt that in East Anglia during the early Tudor period Plough Monday 

celebrations to collect money for the ploughlights were widespread but went on to state 

that “what is never recorded is whether those who dragged the plough upon these 

occasions performed a special song, dance, or play as they did so.”  This is quoted by 

Elaine Bradkte in ‘Truculent Rustics’ and she goes on to say “No information has been found 

concerning what sort, if any, [of] dancing took place at these pre-reformation events.” 9   

That is, until now.  There is a will made by William Herward of Cawston dated 1490 that 

states “I beqweth….to the Plowlyght of Sygate xijd.  Itm. To ich other plowlyght in Cawston 
and dawnce of the same town vjd.  Itm. To the Dawnce of Sygate, xijd.” 10 

Here, at last, is reference to a dance and it must be a ritual dance, connected with the 

ploughlights.  Is this the ancestor of today’s Molly dance?  It is interesting that reference is 

made to two dances, which must have been different in some way since it is referred to as 

the dance belonging to Cawston.  Sygate must have had a different dance, performed by 

different people, since they warrant a separate bequest.  It is also interesting that the 24 

pence is left to the smaller hamlet for their dance and ploughlights whereas Cawston only 

gets 6 pence.  It would seem likely that the dance was connected with the Plough Guild, 

since at Cawston they are mentioned in the same sentence.  However, at Sygate, there are 

separate bequests for the ploughlight and the dance.  This also implies that the dance was 

an important and costly affair.  The date of 1490 is, I believe, the earliest reference in 
England for what appears to be a ceremonial dance linked to a church ritual. 

The parish of Cawston must have been a hive of dance activity around Plough Monday, for 

shortly after discovering Herward’s will, another will with a dance reference came to light.  

This was the will of Robert Machion (1503) who left money to Cawston church and its four 

guilds and “Further bequests were made to the light of St James and the light of ‘Saygate’ 
and for seven trentals (masses) to be sung for him.” 11 This seems to indicate that lights 

were kept at Sygate, where perhaps there was a shrine.  More interestingly there is 

“Another will that of Katherine Goodman made in 1513, (which) makes an interesting 

bequest to Alvington ‘dawnce’ (dance) and also to the ploughlight of the same street.”  12   

Alvington was a lost village, or hamlet, within the parish in the area of Cawston now known 

as Eastgate.  This seems to indicate that there were at least three ploughlights (at St Agnes 

church, Cawston and in Sygate and Alvington), that each ploughlight had its own dance and 

that these dances depended on funding (possibly for costumes and musicians) which 

appears to have been quite freely given.  Walter Rye suggests that there were four lights, 

at “Cawston Town, Sygate, Eastgate and the Dams.”13 This poses the question as to 

whether this was a custom particular to this parish or whether the practice was more 
widespread. 

Cawston is rich in documents.  Hopefully further research will turn up more answers.  

However, this parish did seem to have a very strong Plough Guild and associated 
ceremonies, and perhaps it is this that has led to the subconscious placing of the ploughs in 

these three adjacent villages.  Perhaps there is something in the air. 

Jonathan Hooton 

Norwich Kitwitches 
September 2014 

                                                             
9
 Elaine Bradkte Truculent Rustics: Molly dancing in East Anglia before 1940 FLS Books 1999 p.9 

10
 Norfolk Archaeology 1 p.119 

11
 Christopher Barringer Exploring the Norfolk Village Poppyland Publishing Cromer 2005 p105. 

12
 Ditto p106 

13
 Walter Rye An account of the church and parish of Cawston, in the county of Norfolk Norwich, Agas H Goose 

1898 p14 
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The Bo Diddlers present: STUMP! 
 

How do I do justice to something that was jaw-achingly funny for a full 60 minutes? 

The Bo Diddlers are a team of professional dancers.  They started in 2008 when their 

leader, Ewan Wardrop, decided to come up with a performance platform to showcase some 
of the talented dancers he had met.  The result is Morris Dancing but not as we know it.  

My first exposure to the team was at Sidmouth Folk Festival earlier in the year.  I saw them 

perform on several occasions and, although I saw the same routine performed several 

times, did not tire of watching them.  One of these occasions was a ‘Meet the Team’ where 

we had a chance to find out more about their methods and to meet the various characters 

within the team.  What struck me then was the ability of a trained dancer and actor to get 

into impossible postions and then, somehow, elegantly and smoothly, extricate themselves!  
So I was keen to see them again. 

STUMP was performed in October 2014 at The Place [located near King’s Cross] -a venue 

unknown to me beforehand but also quite interesting in that it is a purpose-built centre for 

dance.  To quote from their website: ‘For over forty years, it has been a vibrant hub of 

dance activity, a centre of creative and technical excellence and a magnet for aspiring 

dancers, talented professionals and cutting-edge choreographers from all over the world’.  
A bit like Cecil Sharp House for mainstream dance! 

The first thing I noticed about this performance was that it took place in a location suited to 

a professional dancer, with sprung floor, theatre lighting and excellent sound.  

Straightaway I felt like I was watching a show rather than a group of morris dancers 

outside a pub.  They shamble on and loosely form a set, the music starts, and all six are as 

one unit in time, height and energy.  They danced all the old favourites, familiar to the 

Sidmouth viewing public,  including M’Stick – where the morris stick takes on its own 

mysterious personality; Once I Had a Sweetheart, so sensitively performed by two soldiers 

in the Tundra, with such a soulful singing voice accompanying them and Six Rods at Dawn 
where they try to out-perform each other. 

In order to vary the entertainment, the dances were interspersed with additional acts.  The 

musicians played a couple of tunes and, another time,  a couple of the group sang and 

played.   For some reason, while the two guys were performing, another was lying on a 

skateboard and was being pulled across the back of the stage.  Meanwhile one of the 

microphones started to droop so, instead of pushing it back up, he carried on playing while 

assuming a limbo position in front of the microphone.  Bizarre but very amusing.  There 

was a one-man rapper dance, complete with tumble; a contempory (Morris) dance jig and 

three dancers performing a version of the Hartley Lying-Down dance.  One of the final 

performances was the Midwich Cuckoos Nest where they all sported identical white mops 

on their heads and gradually disappeared after a fatal glare from Number 3.  As 
professional performers, they are able portray expressions and feelings with a mere glance, 
while (literally) turning on a sixpence. 

The evening finished with a tunes session in the bar, just like a usual Morris tour.  A woman 

who been sitting next to us during the performance came and spoke to us. She said that 

our laughter had been infectious but was a little unsure why she had joined in.   We tried to 

explain but I’m not sure whether we succeeded. However next time she sees a Morris team 
dancing in the street perhaps she will watch them.   

If you’ve not come across them before, there are plenty of opportunities on You Tube and 
their website is http://www.thebodiddlers.co.uk. Enjoy. 

Jill Griffiths 

November 2014
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I Wish I Had Looked After My Feet!! 
My title paraphrases a poem by the famous Oxfordshire poet and humorist Pam Ayres. 

 “Oh, I wish I'd looked after my teeth” 1 

So I say to you following my many years of Morris Dancing: 

I wish I had looked after my feet! 

I started dancing Morris seriously when I was 22 years old. I had danced as a nine-year-old 

for a couple of years, but didn't keep it up.  At 22 I had already by then finished my Rugby, 

Football and Field Hockey playing careers following multiple occurrences of twisted ankles, 

kicked shins and stubbed toes, not to mention knee problems. So I started out on not very 
good wheels.   

Morris is equally as physical as sport. I learnt however from the outset how important it 

was to save one’s ankles and knees, and to jump and to land properly when dancing.  To 

jump into the air one should flex and bend the toes, ankles and knees, but more 

importantly, it is necessary to reverse this action when you land. Land as quietly as you 

can. No hitting the ground with a loud "Thud"!!  Not only does this help the joints, and 

back, but it also gives you a spring into the next step – after all Morris is an elevated 
event; more interesting when performed athletically.  

Another very important aspect of jumping into the air is ensuring that you keep your head 

erect and facing forward while keeping the back straight and committing the whole body to 

the movement. Too often I have seen new dancers jump and "dip" their head and 

shoulders as they try and get into the air. When you jump your hips, shoulders and head 

should move the same relative distance off the ground. If you dip your head (I call it 

‘Pecking’) all you are doing is decelerating the upper body while accelerating the lower half 
of the body, thereby making you work unnecessarily harder! 

I have to admit that the practice of ‘warming up’ before any performance or practice was 

not usual with any of the teams I was associated with. When possible I would stretch my 

Achilles tendons on a curb stone and maybe do a few step and shuffle steps to loosen the 

ankles, but that was about all. However, I have never really had many problems with my 

Achilles. I once had a friend who rubbed his Achilles with olive 

oil, and he claimed it helped. 

As time goes on, one has to take more and more care of one's 

body when dancing. Age and extra weight are factors that we 

often don't have much control over, and they can seriously 

affect your joints. You still have to try and remember the 

discipline of flexing the joints correctly and attempting to land 

softly, etc. I have also been taking glucosamine sulfate 

capsules daily for well over 20 years! And they have certainly 

helped my knees. 

I found out by the time I was 40 that I needed extra help and 

support, so I then started wearing High Top boots for dancing, 

and occasionally also had to wear ankle bandages. I can 

remember once trying one of those Sport Rubs (under a 

bandage!) that were supposed to keep the ankles warm and 

slightly numb – only to feel like my feet and ankles were on 
fire and it was worse than any joint pain! 

 

 

                                                             
1
 http://www.pamayres.com/index.php/2011/08/oh-i-wish-id-looked-after-me-teeth/ 

Tim at Sidmouth in 1988                        

dancing with Adderbury 
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I also often made the mistake of dancing while injured; telling myself that I was needed by 

the team and that I could not let them down. I know now that this was a mistake. I should 
have rested that bad ankle. 

At the same time I refused to take professional advice or even see a doctor about my 
problems – I was much too macho for such a thing – 

"Oh, I'll get by"!! and, "They can't do anything for ankles"!! 

By then it was not just the regular dance shows – it was also the teaching.  At one time I 

was teaching Morris four days a week – with Adderbury, Kirtlington, Bloxham and Long 
Itchington Bedlam – and I was not getting the rest that my joints required. 

When I moved to the USA in 1996, things didn't change – but now I was 50 years old. How 

much more time did I have?  I started dancing with The Pinewoods Morris Men and very 

occasionally with Thames Valley International. We also started Woods Hole Village Morris. I 

even "invented" a tradition for them (based on Ascot-under-Wychwood) that included a 

Galley/Hook leg that was always performed on the left leg: with all the weight on that leg 

as you landed, turned and pushed off into the second half of the figure. It really started to 

hurt my left ankle greatly, and seriously affected my ability to dance. 

On trips back to the UK and the occasional dance with Adderbury, my friends could see that 

I was beginning to struggle; I could not do all the dances all day, like I had for years. I was 

sitting out more and more dances.   Teaching was also becoming a problem as I could not 

demonstrate what I wanted to see; I was having to rely on other dancers to make the 

points I wanted.   

I was also not happy with my own dancing; I was no longer able to do it with the spring in 

my step that I wanted. I had always believed that the best dancers had strong feet.  It was 

becoming patently obvious that I was going to have to stop dancing! This prospect 

frightened and worried me – how could I give up something that I loved to do so much, 
and had been such a part of my life for so long?  

By now it was 2005, I had got 35 years plus dancing in, not too shabby on those original 

bad wheels! But the time had come. I taught my last workshop in Stockholm, Sweden in 

2007 aged 60.  Not only could I no longer dance, I could no longer teach – it was best to 

just walk away and not do it any more. I got very depressed about the whole affair, I didn't 

even like to watch any more – it brought back too many memories.  Without the help of a 

great wife and very good friends, who got me back into singing again, I don't know how I 
would have got through it – but I have. 

This is where we are today – my left ankle got so bad I was having problems just walking. I 

started wearing arch lifting insoles in my shoes and an ankle brace, but still it was not 

getting easier. I had started playing golf when I moved to the USA, and that was getting 

very difficult – the left foot is the main pivot point in the golf swing.    I also started 

suffering with Plantar Fasciitis, but that seemed to hurt more after playing golf than Morris 

dancing. 

In 2012 I sought professional advice and was told I could have an operation that might 

help. It was going to be a total reconstruction of the left ankle including shortening some 

ligaments. I was told I would lose flexibility in the joint and that I would be three months 

on crutches with no weight bearing; but with good physiotherapy, things might improve, 

but it could take 18 months!   It is now past that time at two years and although there is 

an improvement; I have good days and bad days and less pain; however, I now depend 

upon a cane to help me walk and balance. And because I am less active, I have added too 

many pounds for comfort.    

I have gained a Disabled sticker for the car out of the affair, so it's not all bad!! I can now 
park anywhere, but it also seems my golf career is over.  
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So what is my point in writing this article? 

I would hate for anyone in the future to go through what I have gone through. It may be 
too late for some of you.  

 Technically my problems are called overpronation, generally due to a flat or low foot arch, 

ie the ankle twists inward as it hits the ground. If you are prone to this, or the opposite 
(underpronation [supination], twisting out as the foot lands); get advice on how to cure 
this.  Proper shoes or inserts can be obtained that help. 

If you are young and keen, or even if you are older - learn the proper way to Jump and 
Land.  

If you think warming up helps, then do what is necessary. Many dancers get great benefit 
from warm-ups. 

Always wear good shoes or inserts that support you. 

Don't be stubborn when you do get injured – Rest!! 

Rest is also the main way to cure Plantar Fasciitis, but stretching the calf muscles before 
dancing can help this, as can wearing a night splint that stretches the plantar fascia. 

Remember when injured – RICE: Rest, Ice, Compression and Elevation.   

Take every precaution to maintain good joint health and get good professional help when 
you need it. 

If you get to dance as long as I did, all well and good – but never forget to give it up if and 

when you can no longer do it comfortably or the way you want. Don't get to my stage 

where you can hardly walk.  I know you can't die from a bad ankle, but it can certainly ruin 
your life. 

Enjoy your Morris and stay involved for as long as possible. Lend your experiences to 

others and it will make your life, and others, rewarding. 

Tim Radford  

November 2014 

 
Woods Hole, Massachusetts, USA  

A good explanation of Overpronation and Underpronation can be found here:  

http://www.runnersworld.com/running-shoes/pronation-explained?page=single 
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Music and the Morris 
 

Anybody playing fiddle, pipe-and-tabor, concertina or whatever for a morris side for the 

first time might easily think to himself: Well, I guess I can play ‘Constant Billy’, ‘Maid of the 
Mill’ and a few more of those tunes; all I’ve got to do is play the tune and, so long as they 

know the dance, everything will be fine. But, unless he ¡s an extremely insensitive 

musician, he will find out sooner rather than later how wrong he was. 

From which remark you will rightly deduce that this article is concerned less with morris 
tunes as such, and more with the manner of playing them - with thoughts which I hope 

may be helpful to both current and prospective morris musicians. For instance, the novice 

player would do well to take an early opportunity of listening carefully to recordings of 

traditional morris musicmen. In Cotswold morris (we are here concerned exclusively with 

this variety) the incredible drive in the fiddle-playing of Jinky Wells of Bampton will be a 

revelation, so many worlds away from the smooth virtuosity of Irish fiddlers (this is not a 

matter of better or worse, but difference ¡n kind); then there’s the crisp neat Anglo-

concertina of Merry Kimber of Headington Quarry, just to show how different two 

Oxfordshire morris musicians can sound. Whoever you take as your model or however you 

try to combine elements from each, beware of being led astray by superficial idiosyncrasies 

of style and thereby losing the essential elemental pulse which must be maintained from 

beginning to end of the dance; in fact it is vital that all stylistic frills, all the decoration and 

twiddly bits, should be made to subserve and not hinder the basic rhythm.  At the same 

time it is equally important that this elemental pulse shall not be wooden and unyielding 

but responsive to the dancers, strong but subtly pliable. This brings us to a second major 
consideration, the rapport between musician and dancers.  

It should not in fact be long before the novice player discovers that a morris team is not 

simply a matter of six dancers plus a musician plus a Fool: rather the operative unit is the 

team or side consisting of six dancers, musician and Fool. The musician (likewise the Fool) 

must feel himself an integral part of the side and totally involved ¡n ¡t, and to achieve this 

unity he has, while playing, to be continually watching every movement of the dancers, just 

as the  dancers should be continually listening to (not just hearing) every note of the 
music. Remarks of traditional morris dancers reveal the reality of this utter integration of 

music and steps.  ‘If a man don’t know the tune he can’t dance’ (Benjamin Moss of Ascot-

under-Wychwood to Cecil Sharp); ‘We used to learn the songs and then there was no 

trouble, for the steps are just as the words be’ (Joseph Druce of Ducklington); ‘Anybody 

that has a good ear can see by the tune what the steps are’ (Richard Bond of ldbury). It 

helps a lot if the musician knows the dances: at Ruardean I was told that the gipsy fiddler, 

Tite Smith, was a good player but ‘he didn’t understand the dancing like (his predecessor) 

Paddy Morgan’. Jinky Wells knew the dances so well that even when he was blind he could 
tell by the sound of the bells if one of the dancers was out of step.  

Choice and control of tempo present another kind of problem to the morris musician. It is 

surprising how sensitive a set of dancers can be to quite minute differences ¡n tempo and, 

¡n this matter particularly, different teams vary in their tastes so you have to get to know 

your own side’s preferences, remembering at the same time that the optimum dance 

tempo ¡s often affected by circumstances such as hardness of surface, the weather, 

lateness of the hour and alcohol consumption. So it’s no use expecting to avoid complaints 

altogether on this matter of tempo. You can only hope to reduce them to a minimum by 

being constantly alert and responsive to the mood of the dancers. A useful tip, perhaps, is 
to be on guard against playing the introductory ‘Once to yourself’ too fast; it’s easier to 
increase the tempo slightly as the dance goes on than to slow ¡t down. 

With all this to think about, it goes without saying that you have to know your tunes so well 

that they come out with the minimum of brainwork. In the case of an experienced morris 

musician, I have no doubt that at least 95% of his mental activity while playing is 

concerned with rapport with the dancers and quality of the performance, leaving only 5% 

for keeping the tune right. It was probably something to do with the tune being part of his 

inner consciousness, not just in his fingers, that caused Jinky Wells to have the habit of 
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humming the tune as he played it — to the consternation of one BBC recordist whose 
protest was met with, ‘That, young man, is part of my music’.  

It is obvious that the kind of rapport between musicians and dancers that I have tried to 

describe would be harder than ever to achieve with more than one musician and it was 

certainly the normal practice among Cotswold morris sides to perform with one musician 

only. He stands still at the head of the set: ‘Show up to the music’ ¡s meaningless if the 

musician is strolling around or standing on the other side of the road: in fact he forms a 

stationary point of reference which should enable the set to avoid drifting down the hill or 

across the road during the dance. Such details are important, too, from the point of view of 

effective presentation. The formal quality of the Cotswold morris can easily be lost through 

a casual attitude to the music.   Just as more than one musician at a time almost inevitably 

weakens the cohesion of a dance, so constantly changing the musician during a show 

militates against the formal unity of the whole performance. Above all, the musician should 

not look like a dancer temporarily escaped from the set. Among revival sides how often this 

¡s the case! When a club is lucky enough to have several competent musicians ¡t should not 

be impossible for them to take turns playing for successive shows and, when they are also 
dancers, at least to remove their bells before playing. Again, ¡t should not be necessary, 

but ¡t is necessary, to remind would-be musicians that a public performance ¡s not the 

occasion for practising or learning an unfamiliar tune, any more than it is the occasion for a 
dancer to learn an unfamiliar dance. 

If more attention were paid to matters of this kind by morris clubs in general, we might 

hear fewer justified complaints about the poor dancing and rotten presentation which do 

unquestionably occur and which debase the reputation of present-day morris.  This boils 

down to respect for traditional practice. In some ways, of course, traditional practice has to 

be modified to meet modern conditions; moreover, we all agree that a live tradition is a 

changing, evolving tradition. But this does not mean chucking everything out of the window 

and starting afresh: it means building on what has been passed on to us. In fact, with a re-

established tradition as we have it now, the evolution will look after itself without conscious 
effort. What we need to do at this stage, rather, is to provide a firm basis for evolution by 

making sure exactly what has been handed down to us about this remarkably complex and 

fascinating tradition - not only in the way of steps and figures of the dances but also in 

attitude to the dancing, style of presentation and so on. For this, it is necessary to sift and 

evaluate all the sources of information that are available, both published and unpublished; 

for ¡n many respects these manuscript notes of collectors are a closer approximation to 

traditional practice than published accounts, subject as these are to considerations arising 

from the kind of public to which they are addressed, practical limitations of printing, space, 
complexity, and cost. 

There is good evidence that the Cotswold morris continued in full vigour up to the 1830s, 

only 70 years before Cecil Sharp set about his remarkable work of recovery, yet by the end 

of the century the number of active sides ¡n the area had shrunk from 80 or more to a bare 

half-dozen. Though we have to keep our eyes open for the occasional recent innovation 

which might not have become satisfactorily absorbed into the particular tradition, still by 

and large, the traditional practice of the 19th century morris team ¡s the net product of 

centuries of steady evolution. Thus it is by no means surprising that current experience 

shows in general that the version of a particular dance closest to traditional practice proves 

to be the most satisfactory in performance. To take an example, the well-known Field Town 

dance, ‘The Rose’, in its published form appears devoid of galleys. The omission of this 

extra turn ¡n the hey was remarked on by the old dancers when the Travelling Morrice took 

the dance back to its home village in 1924, but it was not until Sharp’s manuscripts became 

accessible that ¡t could be seen that the dance had ¡n fact been recorded correctly but 

altered (and emasculated, many would say) ¡n publication.  

One further proviso should be borne in mind when approaching the work of collectors. Until 

complete confidence has been established between collector and informant (and this happy 

situation may in fact never be achieved in the course of a mere couple of visits) the latter 

feels some reservation about telling all he knows. These are his dances (if he happens to be 
the sole survivor of a team) or our dances (if a number of dancers are still around) — and 
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you may be sure there were frequent arguments in the pub about the propriety of giving 
them away to a stranger from London who will no doubt make money out of them. 

I have heard it said quite recently that ‘after all, the morris dances belong to everybody’. 

Few traditional dancers would have agreed with that glib statement. The fact ¡s the morris 

dances are the jealously guarded property of the morris dancers. It ¡s the ‘luck’, the mana 
(symbolised by the cake on sword), the experience of seeing the dances, that belongs to 

everybody, not the dances themselves. However tenuously, the morris still retains its 

power to fascinate the onlooker - any morris team worth its salt soon discovers this.  It will 

not continue to do so (and it will no longer be ‘morris’) unless taken seriously by the 

performers, however much this essential seriousness of purpose ¡s overlaid by convivial 
enjoyment.  

The success of a morris team depends, perhaps as much as anything, on finding the right 

balance between seriousness and enjoyment. This basic ambivalence ¡s personified ¡n the 

Fool. “It takes a wise man to make a good Fool”, said Jinky. The Fool ¡s, of course, by no 

means an ‘extra character’ (a rather unfortunate subheading in Sharp’s Morris Book).  He ¡s 

the essential central figure ¡n a morris. He was often dubbed ‘Squire’: he directed the 

dance while he amused the onlookers and so created a bridge of communication between 

performers and public. How rarely do we see this happening now? - but it still can and 

sometimes does happen - and with electrifying effect!   Parallel to the Fool ¡s the man with 

the sword-impaled cake and the money-box for the exchange of gifts with the populace. 

How often neglected nowadays [‘too much trouble’!] - are not too many of our morris 

teams concerned with the takings to the exclusion of the givings? If presented properly, 

there is no need to lecture the onlookers on what the morris is all about: it will speak for 

itself - and if an element of mystery remains, so much the better.   The morris is neither an 

emasculated ‘demonstration dance’ nor is it a bunch of drunkards who don’t know whether 

they are dancing or not. The Headington Quarry team are reported to have found 

themselves in that kind of state on a certain occasion at Long Crendon a century or so ago 

but I don’t suppose they were particularly proud of the fact. Another incident of this sort 

concerns a predecessor of Joe Powell’s at Bucknell, another whittle and dub man who, on at 
least one occasion, was tied to a tree so that he could continue playing!   

Which brings us back to the music. The whittle-and-dub or tabor-and-pipe was the regular 

music for morris in the Cotswold area. It ¡s remarkable that the mediaeval form of the 

instrument with a small drum suspended from wrist or thumb survived here as a folk 

instrument through to the end of the 19th century, even though a number of well-known 

representations and descriptions from the 16th and early 17th centuries indicate the use of 

the large tabor slung at waist level. This may well have been an importation from the 

continent which failed to become established in our folk tradition. Sharp reported that 

many old morris dancers told him they gave up dancing when the whittle-and-dub was 

superseded by the fiddle, because they found ¡t impossible to dance to the latter 

instrument (Morris Book Part I, p.34). No doubt they missed the insistent beat of the dub, 

basically in the rhythm — - - — - - — - - etc., but constantly varied to suit the steps of the 

dance. By the use of a short double-headed stick a roll was produced which is said to have 

created a ‘quite astonishing noise’, giving ‘a peculiar fire and character to the tune’. Why 

don’t more present-day players experiment with this technique? Here is a lost art which can 

surely be recaptured: and nobody would deny that much of the morris music heard today 

could do with a bit more fire and character. It is worth noting too that older descriptions 

almost invariably speak of tabor-and-pipe, not pipe-and-tabor; and the performer was 
nearly always a taborer, not a piper. This alone suggests the importance of the taboring.  

Morris dancers and musicians alike still have much to learn about the tradition which has 

been passed on to us and which we are responsible for passing on to the next generation. 

Probably the greatest fascination of the morris lies in the scope ¡t gives for apparently 

limitless discovery of new ways of performing steps and figures or of playing tunes - small 

variations which sometimes affect to a surprising degree the feel or look of a dance. Every 

morris practice is ¡n this sense an adventure - at least, that is how ¡t seems to me even 

after more than 40 years.    

Roy Dommett, 1975 (from a photocopy whose source we have been unable to identify) 
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Len Bardwell – an autobiographical note 
 

1 Abbey Timbers, Harwell, Berks  

 9th July 1962 

I joined the English Folk Dance Society (EFDS)1 in 1927 & took up morris then (with the 

other kinds of dancing). This was before there was a Cecil Sharp House. You will see that I 

took it up rather late, but I had always been interested in games and music and took to the 

combination of music and movement which Folk-dancing offered. My first classes were 

largely populated with women-folk, but when the minority of men got restive, a class for 

men only was formed and I was in it. After two years intensive dancing I felt that this 

morris of classes and festivals was not true to its origins and I was glad to get an invitation 

to join the Greensleeves [team] who included several members of what was called the 
Headquarters Team. This gave me my first taste of a morris club.  

I had also become a member of the East Surrey Branch and danced for the County morris 

side, coached by that fine dancer Kenneth Constable (later the Society’s Treasurer). I have 

memories of early Thaxted meetings and took part in Albert Hall Festivals etc with either 

Greensleeves or East Surrey Morris Men.  The Ring was founded in 1934; both 

Greensleeves and East Surrey were among the six clubs who were the founder members. 

When the Ring was formed I became East Surrey’s first bagman and it was then that I 

started my friendship with Francis Fryer who used to come over with some of his Wargrave 

men to join in East Surrey’s morris day held in May each year. I kept going with East 

Surrey and Greensleeves till the war stopped things in l939. 

I had a bit of a breakdown at the end of the war and retired from my Civil Service job – 

overwork involvement in London bombing incidents etc.  I came to Harwell to live in 1945 

thinking that I had finished with morris but a year of country life (before the Atomic 
establishment started) put me right again and I got in touch with Oxford folk-dancers. The 

few regular folk-dancers in this part centred on Oxford, not Reading. An old East Surrey 

friend of mine (R H Ludman), who had moved to Oxford before the war, joined the local 
EFDSS group of morris men who had been admitted to the Ring in 1938.  

The University group who had been one of the six founder clubs of the Ring had petered 

out & the Oxford “townsmen” took over the May Morning celebrations and in fact kept them 

going during the war with the aid of morris men from other quarters who had war-time jobs 

in Oxford (Arthur Peck, Cambridge, later Squire of the Ring, was one of them). The Oxford 

men invited me to become “bagman” saying that they wanted to reorganise the club on 

proper Ring lines. P S Mills, the leader of the group, was dubbed Squire and we started our 

series of annual feasts. We were about the first morris club to get properly going after the 
war.  

There was no University morris group and Headington hadn’t had a team for many years 
though some of their men had helped to keep the morris alive in the local EFDSS.  Some of 

the Headington men (including two Kimbers) started dancing with us & so did some 

University men who wanted to do morris. Old Bill Kimber played for us a good deal, 

although we had some music apart from him. Round about 1948-9, Tom Fletcher, an 

enthusiast, started the Cecil Sharp Club in the University; they ran a morris side which in 

due course came to be regarded as the re-embodiment of the Club which was a founder 

member of the Ring.  The University club then took over again the convening of the May 
Morning morris.  

About the same time with our contingent of Headington men as a nucleus and Bill Kimber 

in the lead, the Headington side was revived and admitted to the Ring. Several of the 

Headington and University men retained their membership of the Oxford morris men 

(OMM) but “dual membership” seldom works out well in practice and both the university 

                                                             
1
 Became the English Folk Dance and Song Society ( EFDSS) in 1932 
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and Headington clubs became so busy on their own accounts that hardly any of their 
members could spare regular time for the club.   

This however, kept going for several years and rose to the height of running (in cooperation 

with the University club) the Festival of Britain Ring Meeting in 1951, the biggest meeting 

up to that date. I was the bagman (chairman of the small committee) which organised the 

job. After that the OMM declined through death, removals and the fact that the local EFDSS 

produced no recruits. In 1953 the club was reduced to a small holding party and team 

practices had to be abandoned. The club however continued to pay its subscription to the 

Ring and to be represented at occasional Ring meetings (for instance at the 21st Birthday 
gathering in 1955).  I was always there to dance and play on May mornings!  

In 1957, the tide turned; morris men from other districts moved in and wanted a morris 

side, Kenworthy Schofield came to Oxford and helped a lot (he was squire for a year) and 

the local EFDSS at long last produced some recruits.  Moreover some of the University men 

who had got jobs in Oxford were keen enough to undertake a dual membership (with an 

eye to long vacation practice, some of them). Despite difficulties created by removals; the 

club has kept in full activity - practices, tours, Ring meetings - the lot! It was granted the 

privilege of wearing the City arms on the baldricks and has danced since l959 in the ancient 

St Giles Fair (both days), getting permission from the police after a first application had 
been turned down. 

ABINGDON - I first made the acquaintance of the men in 1937 at the time of the revival.  

They used to have an annual “do” on August Bank Holiday & some Ring dancers used to 

attend.  Walter Newall and I went to their “feast” (a social really, with their women-folk 

present at the Railway Inn). Old Henry Hemmings was jigging about excitedly. We went in 

1938 and so did Walter in 1939 but I couldn’t, being ill.  I didn‘t know then that  I should 

settle in the district but  I came to Harwell in 1945 and in November of that year I noticed 

in the local paper that old Henry had just passed on. I went to Abingdon and had a talk 

with several of the family (Percy, James, Tom, etc). Henry was ‘buried on Wed. aged 89’, 

according to the note in my diary. Tom told me that Henry on his deathbed, had said, 

“Don’t let the morris go” (or some such words). It soon became clear to me that while 
Percival was important in his own eyes, it was Tom who was the one who would keep 
things on the move.    

I was in touch with Francis Fryer soon after the war. I should have been in Abingdon for the 

resumption of the mayor-making in 1949 but for the fact that OMM had a fixture on the 

day. From then onwards I have been at all the mayor-makings except for l954 when I was 

on holiday. A1though as bagman of the OMM I was chiefly concerned with their affairs, I 

used to go to a fair proportion of the Abingdon practices. I learnt the tunes from Francis 

Fryer (who got them from Harry Thomas) but was mainly concerned to do the dances at 
first. I didn’t say anything about membership but round about 1953 I was invited to join.  

About this time too I started working up a team of the ‘Barnardo’ boys at Caldecott House 

and the group that kept together for 6 years or so became quite good - attended some 

Ring meetings and, with the men, danced on the Royal route when the Queen came to 

Abingdon for the Borough Charter anniversary (November 1956). It was about l955 that 
Francis Fryer became decreasingly active because of asthma. When the fortunes of the 

OMM suffered a temporary decline, I naturally was glad to turn to Abingdon to keep myself 

going as a morris man. Francis Fryer played a little (seated) up to about 1957 but I stood 

by to relieve him and from then on functioned as musician to the team.  

I suppose 1956 (Ring meeting/Queen’s visit) could be regarded as Abingdon’s peak year. In 

1956 the men gave up regular practice and have had difficulty in raising teams for special 

occasions, having to make up with non-local friends. The trip to Reigate for the Ring 

Meeting in 1960 (R L Dommett’s first public appearance with the side) and the Lucy 

Broadwood celebration was the best venture during this latest period. As for the future, 

who knows? Morris dies hard and clubs have their ups and downs. It’s the “stickers” who 
count and around whom the next batch of enthusiasts can rally.  
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CAMBRIDGE — Before the Ring started I had a good deal of contact with the men (like 

Kenworthy Schofield. Arthur Peck, Joseph Needham and Russell Wortley) who had been 

busy researching and maintaining touch with old surviving “traditionalists”. I went out with 

the Travelling Morris on several occasions and in due course became an honorary member 
of the Cambridge club. 

INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS - I was half of one of the three East Surrey couples that took the 

floor in the Albert Hall on three successive  evenings when the International Folk Dance 

Festival was held here in 1935 - the biggest gathering of that kind which has been held in 

this country. I got interested in the folk dancing of some of the countries, particularly 

Sweden & Switzerland. I’ve been abroad (concertina in knapsack) several times, made 
friends & kept in touch with them by correspondence. 

WALES — I became interested in Wales & Welsh very early on in my life, long before I 

became a morris man. I’ve been a member of the Welsh Folk Song Society pretty well as 

long as I’ve belonged to our Society and later I joined the Welsh Folk Dance Society 

(founded after the last war). Lois Blake, the President, is an old friend of mine. Many 

friends among the London Welsh during my 45 years of work in the capital - plenty of 

walking, camping etc. in Welsh-speaking Wales through the years.  

Of course I’ve got lots of programmes, photos; collected over my 35 years of morrising:  
35 y-y-e-e-ars, as the chap says in “Beyond our Ken”!  

Len Bardwell 

Post Script: Len died on l8 Feb 1967 after a full life. Hìs love of the morris drove him to be 
active & his doctor considered this the prime reason for his four score years! His health 
defeated him at the end of 1965 & he missed his first May Morning in Oxford for very many 
years in 1966. We all genuinely missed his jig. The most incredible aspect of a life that 
spanned the key years of the Revival is that he had not danced a step of morris till he was 
forty. It pleased him to say that that he had been allowed two lives!  He is survived by his 
wife 2, for many years a sufferer from chronic arthritis, and several children.  

Len owed a great deal to the morris - too few men now can remember what the Morris 
owes to Len. 

Roy Dommett 

 

Editor’s note – this letter was unearthed by Chris 

Metherell, till recently Chief Archivist for the Morris 

Ring, in response to a request from Roy Dommett, 

who knew of its existence from a field trip he had 

made with Ewart Russell but was unable to trace a 
copy.   

Thank you Chris! 

                                                             
2
 She died on 12 April 1970 
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Dr Lankin’s Problem Page 

 

In setting up this page I wasn’t sure whether the editor meant me to deal with my 

problems or those of readers, or whether it was simply a comment on the page itself.  

Opinion seems to be divided but I am a charitable person and Morris dancers seem to have 

some serious problems, a few of which are related to Morris dancing itself.   

 

The risk of injury is a recurring topic in the postbag.  Having studied such things for some 

years at my Great Aunt Bertha Clinic and Residential Home for Infirm and Insane Morris 
Dancers (and let’s face it, what Morris dancer isn’t at least one or the other?), I am well 

suited to offer advice on the subject. 

 

The best way to avoid dance related injuries is to avoid dancing. Becoming a musician is 

one obvious option, though this does leave you at risk of a repetitive strain injury as well as 

hearing loss.  Alternatives are to offer to take the hat or collecting tin around; deliberately 

get stuck at the bar while ordering some drinks; feign absorption in a discussion with some 

of the audience about the origins and meaning of Morris.  Recruiting others is another 

option, the aim is to recruit so many people that your own opportunity to dance is reduced 

to a point where it is not worth offering, thus removing any risk of injury. 

 

“Shin Splinters” is a common complaint amongst correspondents - these can easily be 

avoided by not rubbing your legs with rough sawn planks of wood.  Other readers ask 

about warming up exercises.  Many authorities recommend stretching exercises before 

dancing but this seems to be tempting fate since you are exercising and so putting an 

additional demand on the very muscles you use and are at risk of straining when you 

dance. Why do more than you have to? 

 

Another error many dancers make is to dance too energetically.  Extreme movement places 

unnatural stresses on the body – moderation in all things should be your guiding principle.  

Some so-called experts on Morris stress the “manliness” of high leaps and stepping, 

claiming that it is a demonstration of youthful health and vigour, demonstrating your health 

to would-be suitors of the opposite (or even the same) sex.  This may be so but it won’t 

say much about your health and vigour or general attractiveness if you end up sitting on 

the bench with your ankle strapped up and a packet of frozen peas tied to it. 

 

There is also the problem of injuries caused by others: cracked heads and rapped knuckles 

usually caused by faulty sticking.  Here I follow the advice of that famous US president and 

possibly closet Morris dancer, Theodore “Teddy” Roosevelt – carry a big stick.  If during 

practice sessions you get a reputation for the viciousness of your sticking, nobody will come 

anywhere near you in a stick dance, significantly reducing the likelihood of injury.   

 

As a further precaution, never dance in a side that does not wear hats: a good brimmed hat 

provides padding and can give considerable protection from head injuries.  Alternatively 

always stick with somebody smaller than you as they are less likely to be able to reach 

your head. 

 

My clinic has also seen a significant rise in cases of stabbings and self-mutilation with 

people coming in with multiple pinpricks to the chest, shoulders and back.  All I can say is 
that if you must wear waistcoats covered in badges and lapel pins please make sure they 

are all fastened properly and do not fall over.  Nor should you greet such people by heartily 

slapping them on the back. 

 

Less well documented is the risk of mental strain.  I have seen many dancers suffering 

from PMT – Post-Morris Trauma, symptoms of this are making mistakes and constantly 

grinning (or in extreme cases smiling and laughing) while dancing.  This is brought on by 

the stress of trying to remember the intricacies of figures and style and too much in-depth  
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post dance analysis of what went wrong. As an injury it is more common in Cotswold sides 

and those that have created their own dance traditions.   

 

Most dancers manage to avoid such injuries by not thinking at all while dancing, but if you 

find you cannot do this I would recommend joining a Morris Ring side or confining yourself 

to dancing Border Morris.  On the other hand, with the growing use of drums amongst 

Border sides, they do run a greater risk of hearing loss so a good set of ear plugs are 

advised. 

 

Finally there are the alcohol related injuries – caused by drinking while under the influence 

of Morris.  The best way of avoiding these injuries, apart from not drinking or not dancing 

(or at least not simultaneously) is to follow the “Rule of Two”. Do at least two dances 

between pints and have a break after two pints – from dancing that is.  This can cause a 

hiatus in the performance - to cover this you can also use the “Designated Dancer” (DD) 

strategy.  At each day of dance, or for each dance spot, one member of the team becomes 

the DD who does not drink alcohol at all.  If the rest of the team invoke the “Rule of Two” 

the DD performs a Jig to cover the side’s turn in the order of dance. 

 

Many dancers develop their own coping strategies to cover or deal with the physical and 

mental damage Morris dancing causes the body.  This is a dangerous route to take: it 

addresses the symptoms and not the root cause which is the whole culture of precision and 

excellence that has corrupted Morris over the past twenty years.  Personally I blame the 

foremen - they place too much emphasis on stepping together, lines, patterns, extending 

the arms etc.  This is just piling on the pressure which many dancers cannot deal with. 

Perhaps it is time the Morris Federation took action before the insurance claims start rolling 

in. 

 

Long Lankin 

December 2014 

 

Next issue I will be answering letters on the health risks of wearing breeches rather than 

trousers for dancing the Morris – letters of your own experiences would be welcome. 

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

Advert: 

January 7th 2015 is exactly 110 years since Ralph Vaughan Williams (RVW) made his first 

song collecting trip to King's Lynn and environs.  To mark and celebrate this event, we are 

publishing a CD-ROM - a 'digital book with embedded midi files' dealing with RVW's 1905-

06 collecting trips to King's Lynn – “Vaughan Williams in Norfolk (MTCD253)”. This 

excellent piece of work, by Alan Helsdon, contains staff notations, texts and playable MIDI 

files of the 90 items RVW collected - 73 songs in 86 versions, plus 4 dance tunes.  As well 

as an itinerary and narrative of his trip, it has remarkable mini-biographies of the 20 

singers he collected from.  Further, due to RVW being far more interested in the tunes than 

the words of the songs, he seldom noted these - so the author has hunted through 

available sources to provide the most likely versions of the texts concerned, and furnished 

a hugely detailed Sources page.  

This CD-ROM is now available from the MT Records website, price £12.00 with on-line 

credit/debit card purchasing at:  www.mtrecords.co.uk 

1 Castle Street, Stroud, GL5 2HP, UK   01453 759475  Mobile: 0793 099 1641   

rod@mustrad.org.uk  
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The Pinewoods Morris Men in England 

20-27 June 2014 

 

The Pinewoods Morris Men (PMM) turned 50 in August 2014. As part of their year-long 
celebration, the team visited England for the first time in 16 years. 

 

On Friday 20 June, 16 dancers and musicians, with families and companions, began 

arriving in London. We gathered at Cecil Sharp House for the evening ceilidh, then 

dispersed to the various homes of our London hosts, the Hammersmith Morris Men. 

 

Saturday morning, the first of an almost unbroken string of beautiful sunny days, we 

enjoyed just about the best possible start to a week of touring, as Hammersmith treated us 

to a fine walking tour along the south bank of the Thames, starting at the Borough Market 

just under London Bridge. From there, the Thames Path led us to various pubs, the Tate 

Modern, and various pubs. Highlights included a highly aerial Bampton double jig by 

Hammersmith’s Ben Moss and PMM squire Natty Smith, with Hammersmith’s musician Ian 

Dedic. At the final pub, a small band of Romany musicians came by. One of their tunes 

being well-suited, we got up a side to do the Portuguese “Pauliteiros” dance that PMM had 

learned for the previous year’s Christmas Revels. The day was nicely finished off at a 
riverside restaurant in Wandsworth. 

 

On Sunday, we went north to Sheffield to see our old friends Geoff and Jill Thompson. 

(Geoff danced with PMM when he and Jill were living in Providence, RI.) They laid on a 

superb afternoon and evening. After an excellent lunch at the Francis Newton pub, we 

danced in the forecourt with Geoff's “UK” team, Handsworth Sword. It became a sort of 

mini-folk festival, as we were joined by three women who did a couple of Mexican dances 

and another who did a nice solo clog. Then back to Geoff and Jill's to relax in their garden 

(with country dancing), before heading off to the restaurant where they had laid on a 
supper just for us. 

 

Monday we made our various ways back down to the Cotswolds for an evening with 
another group of old friends, the Eynsham Morris Men. We gathered in front of the Red Lion 

pub (and the church, where bell-ringing practice had begun) to begin the dancing, then 

walked round the corner to another pub for more dancing, supper, rousing pub songs, 

tunes, and even a clog dance by Heather Horner. By 10, it was getting dark (this is 

England, after all), so we went our separate ways for the night. I drove west to Chipping 
Norton to my B&B, with a fine view of a gorgeous orange twilight—at 11 PM! 

 

It was another longish drive on Tuesday to Windsor (our itinerary wasn't the most efficient 

you could devise) to join with Windsor Morris and Berkshire Bedlam, both of whom we 

knew from their visits to the Marlboro Ale in Vermont. The venue was a covered plaza at 

Windsor Central railway station, an area that once contained tracks and platforms. Now it's 

an upscale shopping area. We then followed our hosts to a pub in a back street near 

Windsor Castle, where we had the obligatory team photo taken in front of HM's digs. After 
a late supper, it was back to the previous night's lodgings; I didn't get to mine till 2 AM. 

 

Happily, Wednesday gave us time to relax, as our next dancing was only a short distance 
away at Adderbury. Some visited the morris exhibit in Bampton, while others took in the  
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countryside or visited old haunts. That evening we and the Brackley Morris Men were 

hosted by the Adderbury Morris Men, the side that Tim Radford founded in 1974. We met at 

Squire Emeritus Keith Norton's house, then went to a local (and rather good) Indian 

restaurant for dinner. The dancing was in nearby King's Sutton, first at the pub facing the 

church, then at one around the corner (this arrangement seems almost universal). Again, 

we retired to various homes and rented accommodations, including a large converted barn 
near Bampton. 

 

Thursday morning we made our way south to Kent, converging on the home of ex-Morris 

Ring Squire Brian Tasker in Speldhurst, near Tunbridge Wells. By this time, our numbers 

had dwindled, but we still had enough for the evening's dancing. So, having assimilated a 

satisfying afternoon tea, we went to the Chequers Inn at Laddingford, near Maidstone, to 

join Brian’s team, Hartley Morris, and Cinque Port Morris for a final session with a full side. 

With good ale and song, it was a fitting close (almost) to a fine week. 

 

“Almost”, because three of us – David Conant, Mike Chase, and I – stayed over, being put 

up by the extraordinarily hospitable Brian and Carol Tasker. Another day for relaxing and 

sightseeing (David and I went to Tudeley’s All Saints' church to see the stained glass 

windows designed by Marc Chagall). That evening we went to Eastbourne for a pleasant 

dance-out with Ashdown Forest (Brian's other team), Long Man Morris Men and 

Spirimawgus, a local mixed border side. It was a good way to wind down after what 
everyone agreed was one of the most enjoyable tours ever. And it never rained at all. 

 

More than once during the week, someone was heard to say, “Why don't we do this more 
often?” Well, maybe we will. 

 

PMM, the oldest team in the Western Hemisphere to be organized on the English pattern, 
was founded in 1964 at Pinewoods Camp in Plymouth, MA. Currently we have over two 
dozen active members (including one of the founders). We perform annually in the 
Christmas Revels, as well as on Nantucket for the Daffodil Festival in April, and at our 
annual Fall Tour in Cambridge, Mass. This year’s Fall Tour capped our anniversary season, 
at which many team alumni, friends, and nearby teams helped us celebrate the team's 
half-century. 

 

Martin (Shag) Graetz 

January 2015 
 

Thanks to Jan Elliott, for editing, contributing content, and generally helping to get this into 

shape.   See website for more pictures and history: http://www.pinewoodsmorris.org/ 
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Dommett Dance Weekend 
 

I was fortunate enough to attend two or three of the Morris Instructional weekends that 

Roy led at Wantage twenty years or more ago.  Shortly after that I sustained an injury 

which I was told had finished my dancing days and it was only after fifteen years of 

hanging around Golden Star Morris as a supernumerary that I met a GP who was well up on 

sports injuries.  His advice had me dancing again within six weeks and so I was delighted to 
attend another Dommett Weekend of Dance.  It was like being recalled to life. 

The format was much as in the past with perhaps less teaching of collected traditions, since 

much of this has been covered in recent instructionals.  That said, there was still Barry 

Honeysett's excellent session on Bucknell and Jameson Wooders’ enthusiastic teaching of 

“the best dance in the world”, Royton.  Never having danced NW Morris I was surprised to 
find how satisfying it is but I suspect that it is better to dance than to watch; certainly in 
my case.   

The final session on Sunday was presented by Emma Wooders.  It was the developing 

tradition of Windsor on Thames which I found very pleasing since it was novel without 

losing the feel of a collected tradition.  This tradition had not started at Windsor but had a 

history of development with at least two sides in the United States before Windsor Morris 

took it up.  That last sentence is an indication of how an idea can spread in our modern 

world even in something like the Morris which is often regarded as a bastion of heritage 

and tradition.  We are living through a revolution and the Morris is not immune. 

The underlying theme of the sessions was, as I remember it, look at the dances in different 

ways and solve problems that you might not have recognised previously.  John Lewis 

started the weekend by asking how to adjust a dance if you have too few or too many 

dancers and then how to use several sets of a simple dance to produce sets where dancers 
interchange.  Laurel Swift led a session on adapting dances to make them better suited to a 

theatrical setting by looking at what can be done to develop basic common figures to add 
variety and interest.  

Roy returned to one of his perennial themes of fitting traditional dances to contemporary 

tunes.  I feel sure that this stems from the fact that Cecil Sharp had deliberately not 

collected anything that he regarded as modern since he was hoping to recover something 

very ancient by studying the Morris.  At this point special mention has to be made of the 

musicians (especially Mary Jo Searle) who played whatever was requested of them from 

impromptu arrangements of traditional tunes to stuff by Glenn Miller and the Beatles. 

Interspersed with the dance sessions were talks by Roy on the history and politics of Morris 

and its re-invention, Jameson's beautifully illustrated historical research on the Morris, 

Chloe Metcalfe's paper on the Dark Morris and Jack Worth's Morris Census which creates a 

snapshot of what Morris is at the moment.  A wonderfully diverse and interesting set of 

topics.  Feed the body, feed the mind. 

Looking back on the weekend my feelings are a mixture of sadness to see that Roy's 

physical health has deteriorated but this is more than outweighed by his intellectual 

sharpness and encyclopaedic knowledge which he continues to dispense with unlimited 

generosity.  Perhaps more than this is the positive feelings that come from what must be 

regarded as Roy's legacy to Morris Dancing, several generations of dancers willing to take 
on the challenge of re-inventing Morris to make it relevant in a changing world. 

 

Dave Crease 

November 2014
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An Ignored Influence 
 

This account about the influence of Black Face Minstrels is mostly based on “Minstrel 

Memories….” by Harry Reynolds.1 All new forms of entertainment leave an impact on 

popular tastes; minstrelsy evolved and encompassed many activities now recognised as 

part of our folk culture, leaving us with an unresolvable chicken-and-egg argument as to 

their respective origins.2 The beginning of minstrelsy has been traced to the end of the 

18th century. The real Jim Crow was born in 1754 on an estate of Squire Crow, of South 

American parents who were executed when he was nine for the murder of an overseer. He 

absconded to New York; played fiddle and did negro dancing with a peculiar jump. Using 

the original “Jump Jim Crow” song, he made enough money to purchase a farm in Virginia 

in 1787, married an American woman, and eventually owned slaves himself, dying in 1809. 

 

In 1828, white American entertainer Thomas Dartmouth Rice darkened his face with burnt 

cork 3, costumed himself as a plantation slave, and won nationwide fame performing this 

song in variety theatres starting in Pittsburgh.  Rice could tell a story, sing a song or dance 

a hornpipe; he had personality and was slightly eccentric, but he had also tact and 

shrewdness and was alert for ideas. The novelty was a great success.4 It is generally 

believed that Rice's lasting success inspired the creation of minstrel shows. He claimed that 

his inspiration was an elderly African American he found singing this tune near a stage door 

one night in Washington DC. Whatever its origins, "Jim Crow" became part of the language, 

eventually as an identity for the laws and racist attitudes used to oppress blacks in the 

Southern United States in the 19th and 20th centuries.  
 

Come listen all you galls and boys I's jist from Tuckyhoe, 

I'm going to sing a little song, my name's Jim Crow, 

Weel about and turn about and do jis so, 
Eb'ry time I weel about and jump Jim Crow. 

Oh I'm a roarer on de fiddle, and down in old Virginny, 
They say I play de skyentific like Massa Pagannini. 

Weel about ….. 

 

The text here is taken from an early sheet music edition5 published in the late 1820's. Rice 

continually added verses to spoof events of the day or fit special occasions. An early edition 

(undated, but probably from the 1820's) included 44 verses.  He added other songs to the 

repertoire including “Such a Gettin’ Upstairs”. Rice remained in Pittsburgh for two years, 

then moved to Philadelphia, Boston and New York. He came over to England in July 1836, 

appearing at the Surrey Theatre, London. He returned to England in 1838 and 1843, but he 
seldom worked with minstrel troupes. Mostly he did burlesques such as “The Virginia 
Mummy” which became a favourite with minstrel comedians for 75 years. He was paralysed 

in 1858 and died in New York in 1860 aged 53.  

 

The first ‘minstrel troupe’, the Virginia Minstrels [including Dan Emmett, who wrote “I wish 
I Was in Dixie” in 1859], formed in New York in February 1843, playing banjo, violin, bone 

castanets and tambourine, and avoiding vulgarity. They came to England in May that year, 

performing in Liverpool, Manchester and London in their “original, novel, grotesque and 

melodious Ethiopian Entertainment” but disbanded in July. An early success in England in 

1846 was the Ethiopian Serenaders, their music being taken from popular operas of the day 

interspersed with ‘Ethiopian’ melodies. These included “Buffalo Girls”, “Oh Susannah” “The 

                                                             
1
 “Minstrel Memories: the Story of Burnt Cork Minstrelsy in Great Britain from 1836 to 1927” by Harry Reynolds, 

pub Alston Rivers (1928) 
2
 Editor’s note – this is a shortened and annotated version of Roy’s original article. 

3
 The best minstrel black was obtained by burning good champagne corks to a fine powder and mixing with water 

to the consistency of blacking.  
4
 Editor’s note: A short video on you-tube  shows the early Jim Crow  dance by Thomas Rice and other minstrelsy 

links – worth a watch:   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T5FpKAxQNKU&feature=youtu.be 
5
 http://www.musicals101.com/lycrow.htm 
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Boatman Dance”, and “Old (Black) Joe”. The Christy Minstrels were founded by Edwin 
Pearce (E P) Christy in New York in 1846 and ran until just after he retired in 1854. There 

soon was an epidemic of ‘Christy Troupes’ so that the name became identified with 

minstrelsy. By 1883 there were 32 touring troupes. From 1859 till 1909 there were 

minstrels continuously at the lesser St James Hall, Piccadilly. Harry Reynolds’ Minstrels had 
a backcloth representing a full troupe of 30 performers and orchestra. Their act ended with 

unaccompanied singing of old time minstrel medleys.  It ran for several years and it 

brought a minstrel revival to the halls until World War I.  The best old minstrel shows were 

built on a solid foundation of good vocal and instrumental music. Key to a minstrel show  

was the Interlocutor who was the guiding spirit ensuring variety and interest throughout, 

more intimately than the chairman of an Old Time Music Hall. 

 

E W Mackney usually accompanied himself on a piano, but for his famous topical song, “The 
Whole or None”, he capered around the stage in a quaint costume. He also played violin, 

banjo, bones, guitar and was famous for farmyard imitations on the fiddle. His dancing was 

so good that it led to him being asked to judge championship competitions. Starting in 

pantomime in 1835 at the age of 9, he became the leading exponent of Burnt Cork 

Minstrelsy in England. Mackney retired in early middle age and died in March 1909 aged 83.  

By April 1909 a newspaper said “burnt cork minstrelsy seems to have taken its departure 

from the list of London amusements, but up to the present nothing of any consequence 

seems have arisen to take its place.”  This was still true 20 years later.   

 

Some examples of the use of minstrel tunes in the morris are “Such a Getting Up Stairs” at 
Headington and Hinton, “Whole Hog or None” at Brill, “Oh Susannah“ at Longborough and 
“The Boatman” at Godley Hill.  Early 20th century collectors largely ignored those tunes 
that they knew had a composer or were derived from popular entertainment; so many 

more may have been employed than have been recorded. When the right questions were 

asked, it was found that morris sides often sang, performed stunts or skits or other 

entertainments - rather as do better modern sides - to augment their appeal and the box. 
The skills employed often derived from the dancers’ involvement in other activities outside 

of the morris.    The so-called Border Morris of Worcestershire, Herefordshire and 

Staffordshire included black faces and groups of percussion instrumentalists and often used 

the old song, “Not for Joe”, mentioning niggers, banjos and the Wild West Show.6 It is hard 

to believe that this ever preceded minstrelsy!  

 

Most intriguing is that amateur minstrelsy followed on after the decline of the traditional 

Mummers and Christmas dancing troupes in the 20th century when the objective became 

more the raising of money for charities.  This allowed far larger groups in fancy dress. A 

common costume became the all-embracing “clown” suit. Such an easy-to-make outfit 

which could be worn over ordinary clothes also became common for the ‘jazz’ or comic 

bands which had a similar function in carnivals and processions. Some still exist, although 

with more elaborate costumes nowadays, changing annually. [Many such groups’ 

photographs have been published in the last 20 years with the fashion for books of 

historical local illustrations.] Like the morris, the concept never stood still and constantly 

evolved; novelty has always been a strong selling point. The final development of 

minstrelsy was the Black and White Minstrel Show which was a long-running successful 

show on early TV. The original would no longer be politically correct.   What is surprising is 

how the folk world has steadfastly ignored such more recent performances, having a 

blinkered view of what is “folk”. The book “Morris Dancers and Rose Queens” by Johnny 

Haslett 7 is a collection of local newspaper accounts of events over a short period in part of 

Lancashire, mentioning all the other dances and entertainments that went along with the 

same occasions as the morris - all of which are now largely ignored and so are unrecorded 

as they are no longer fashionable. 

 

Roy Dommett 

June 2014  

                                                             
6
  Editor’s note: Lyrics and origins discussed in http://mudcat.org/thread.cfm?threadid=35871#492802 

7
  Reviewed in Morris Matters Volume 26, Number 1 (2007) 
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The Morris Sighed – by Andy Hilditch 
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