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“Tradition is not worshipping the ashes of
greatness gone by, but the protection of the
flame of creation that carries us forward.”
Gustav Mahler
The microcosm of the rapper world is without doubt
alive and stepping, and gearing up for the dance
extravaganza that is DERT 2014. Yet as  dancers many
of us rarely reflect on where we have come from. This
edition gives an opportunity to reflect with Ricky
Forster’s gold medal citation, Matt Crum on his
transition from musician to dancer and a social
anthropologist’s view of rapper as performance.

In the frantic preparations for DERT, gin soaked tours,
fast moving and stressful practices have a thought for
the people who didn’t have the choice about dancing
but did it because that ‘was what we do’, and perhaps
all teams should challenge themselves to have at least
one traditional dance in their repertoire? (Except
Sallyport who should have one contemporary dance in
theirs).

Enough of that, time to get the trusty Nut bike out of the
shed and head of to another stressful DERT practice
before hitching to Leeds for another fantastic DERT.

Any volunteers for DERT 2015 though? We’d all miss it
if it didn’t happen.

Kev

Yet again thanks to Trina McKendrick for picture editing
and sub editing. 

Emma Snog
The Nut’s resident
agony aunt with
answers to all your
problems

Dear Emma,
I don't know if my problem can be helped, but I'm
writing in hope. After much waiting, I'm disappointed to
find that the rapper world has still not turned
professional. I have laid all the groundwork for the move
away from amateur status.
I have my surname and dance number across the back
of my shirt. I've got the gold rapper shoes which will
become my trademark. I've contacted Pannini and
asked them to start production of collectable stickers for
the Rapper World Cup 2015 (formerly DERT 2014). I've
notified my bank of the 6-figure sum I will naturally
expect to earn. Last but not least, I have begun to learn
to step properly in anticipation of the big event.

Yours,
Cock O'the North.
Dear Mr North,
I wouldn't worry too much. You're not the only one
awaiting this. The climate is such that I can confidently
predict the event any day now. You only have to look at
the crowds of punters in a pub, whipped up into a state
of near-indifference by a team of dancers performing for
them, to see that our days in the amateur leagues are
numbered.
Yours,
Emma

All queries for Emma should be addressed to the editor.
All correspondence is naturally confidential unless
libellous, scandalous and scurrilous, in which case it is
guaranteed publication.
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When Cecil Sharp went to the far north in a series of
visits, looking for the dancing traditions of the North
East, his carefully planned itinerary, organised by his
Newcastle based supporters led him to a series of
sword dancers and  villages.  His notes give a few
names of the dancers, but they rarely indicate the most
important feature of the continuing tradition ~ the
families who kept the dances alive. Ricky Forster is a
member of that sword dancing family tradition which is
still going strong over a century after Sharp’s visits.

Ricky, is  the third Frederick Forster in the family line.
His grandfather, Fred who was born in the late 1880s
taught the dance to the boys of High Spen village in
1926 and named them the Blue Diamonds. Ricky’s
father Freddy  born in 1919, was Tommy in the first
team and danced as part of the team and then
organised and ran the Blue Diamonds for almost 30
years. Fred himself had been  taught by his High Spen
Gibbon relatives and danced with the Vernon Troupe
and then the Amber Stars in the early years of the 20th
century. 

Ricky was simply drafted into the family dance tradition
along with his brothers. Hilda the only girl in the family,
and the next oldest to Ricky learned to step and
certainly knew the family dance. That Ricky would have
become a dancer was never in question and he was
often a spectator as the 1950s Blue Diamonds, led by
Freddy and taught by Fred became television stars and
achieved much recognition.

Ricky began his dancing career as a member of the
High Spen Excelsior and competed  all over the North
East winning medals in Durham, Darlington and
Newcastle.  He especially remembers practicing with a
team of lads who he didn’t really know in the High Spen
Club and who made up the Excelsior. The team were
rewarded with lemonade and beer to make a shandy if
the stepping went well.  Otherwise, as Ricky said if it
wasn’t a good practice, “We got nowt!”

In 1956 he danced with the boys’ team and was
photographed with his father Freddy and Grandfather
Fred when the newly reformed Blue Diamonds

Ricky Forster - EFDSS Gold Medal Citation

Ricky teaching a High Spen practice.
Photo courtesy of Jeremy Carter Gordon
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appeared at Wallington Hall in Northumberland.  Shortly
afterwards,  Professor Bill Cassie of Newcastle
University published the dance notation and the history
of High Spen Blue Diamonds in English Dance  and
Song.

In the run up to the closure of the Garesfield Colliery in
High Spen in 1960, the family, with Ricky the oldest at
14, moved to Birtley further east in  Co Durham. 
During the early years at Birtley, while  Freddy taught
some youngsters the High Spen rapper, the Blue
Diamonds continued to dance, mainly as a family team
with Dave Ozzy Osborne as an occasional member.
Ricky was able to dance in any  of the positions when
the need arose,  however  Freddy was by now finding
the dancing  hard going and as invites and bookings
grew less, the team and its reputation faded.
In 1972, Sallyport Sword Dancers  held an Ale and
invited as many of the local teams and dancers as they
could find. High Spen, known to most only by

reputation, danced and proved the highlight of the
event. The Forsters were given the last dancing spot.
The speed and pace of the team was a revelation to
some of the younger Sallyport and Kingsmen dancers
whose own performances had been lack lustre in
comparison.  The Forsters, dancing with  Jimmy
Johnstone on melodeon gave a sparkling performance
of their village tradition. During the dance, with Freddy
as Number 1, Ricky at 5 with Colin 4, Joe as 2 and
Edward at 3, a dispute developed into an argument and
Freddy stopped and turned to physically sort out his
warring family. Without missing a beat or a set of
stepping, the other Forsters, organised by Ricky,
resumed their dance and completed it with great style.
Unfortunately over the next few years, family upheavals
meant that the dance was rarely performed.

In 1980, the Blue Diamonds were persuaded to reform
with a few well practised outsiders who were invited to
help support the family. They were members of

Sallyport and the Kingsmen. Ricky moved naturally into
the No1 spot and began the task with his Dad, of
moulding the newer members into the Blue Diamonds
style and helping them to push their previously learned
skills into the background. The family were also being
pushed to sharpen their rusty skills. After a short time, it
became obvious that the team were beginning to gel
and Ricky began looking forward to showing the world
what the Blue Diamonds were really capable of. When
the new team eventually performed at Dancing England
in Derby, a mere two years after starting, it was a
magnificent achievement  and the crowd were jumping.
Ricky as No 1, Edward at No 3 and Ricky’s son Gary as
Tommy were in the dance. Freddy always led them on
and became their conscience. If they didn’t confess
their sins and errors, he would be sure to tell them
where they went wrong. Despite just a  few mistakes in
their first dance outs, the team went on to great things
with Ricky becoming Leader, the main voice,  No1
dancer, dance kit stylist, and absolute arbiter when it
came to questions of the 40 odd figures that existed in
the Forster repertoire. 

On the death of his father in 1989, on his 70th birthday.
Ricky assumed full leadership of the Blue Diamonds.
His reputation as a teacher spread and he was in great
demand among many schools in the Tyneside area.
Grasp the Nettle, a junior school team taught by Ricky
are currently  NE Junior Champions and with an eye on
the future of the Spen tradition, Ricky has begun
teaching a women’s team, called with tongue in cheek,
the Pink Diamonds.  His calm, enthusiastic but always
didactic approach and  delivery of his family dance has
ensured that generations of youngsters and adults are
well taught in the exacting High Spen Blue Diamonds
sword tradition. 

There are times however when his dialect defeats any
learner born beyond the southern border of Scotch
Corner.  Workshoppers at Sidmouth a few years ago
were treated to a ‘discussion’ of how to dance the
unique Spen figure of Bulldog when an American lady
suggested that he was not teaching her as per the
book!  Ricky’s exasperated replies defeated the lady’s
linguistic understanding of Geordie and in desperation,
Ricky had to seek a companion who could translate his
replies into a more standard form of English, minus the
invectives , which she also didn’t quite grasp!

In many ways, Ricky is an echo of his father…they both
‘had to learn the dance’ no questions asked, when they
were boys  and both took on the mantle of leadership
when called. Ricky with Freddy’s support actively
sought and acquired sponsorship and the team well
remember his delight and their surprise when he
presented them with a full set of shirts, jackets, caps,

Ricky at 3 with the Choker
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bags and badges from the Federation Brewery. 
Frederick for that’s Ricky’s Sunday name is one of the
few now left of the direct line of yesterday’s staunch
rapper men from the Northumberland and Durham
coalfield. He is the latest  and masterful carrier of the
High Spen tradition.  But for many dancers both inside
the area and beyond, he has become THE  great
authority on the traditional sword dance from the North
East.

In honouring Ricky Forster with the award of the Gold
Badge, The EFDSS have at last recognised the
strength and importance of the High Spen Tradition.  In
receiving the award Ricky will be the first to
acknowledge that it has been  earned not only by
himself his family and friends but also by his father,
Freddy, grandfather Fred and his High Spen Gibbons
uncles,  all dancers who down the years have played
their part in keeping the last rapper tradition so very
much alive. 

Ricky’s gold medal celebration. The diligent amongst you will be able to identify all the teams present as well as the
other rapper notables. No prizes though.

dert2014.co.uk
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Many will know that Ivor Allsop’s  Sword Dance Archive
has been bequeathed to the Sword Dance Union who
have begun looking for a permanent home for it and
think it may be ideal for the new building project in
North Yorkshire.

The Goathland Plough Stots are currently in the
process of pulling together the many threads of fund
raising, building regulation and  site development to
build a new community centre in the village in a joint
venture with the village.  Goathland, is one of the last
traditional sword dancing villages and is the home to
the Plough Stots who are very active as organisers of
weekends, international dance meets and are generally
spreaders of the good word about sword dancing.)
The plan to develop a purpose built venue that will also
benefit the village. The area of the cricket field where
dance weekend visitors camp,  behind the Goathland
Hotel will be the venue for a multi-purpose building. The
plans include a large function room, library for
Goathland,  small media area, full kitchen, changing

room and showers and space for visitors to stay over.
The building will be eco friendly and constructed to a
high standard.  The hope is to have this completed by
the end of 2014 and for it to be available for use soon
after. 

The SDU and other related organisations  are looking at
ways to help the Plough Stots’ fundraising efforts.
Obviously it all takes money and any donations we can
get to speed the process up will be gratefully received.
If you feel you can help in any small way please get in
touch.  It has been suggested that teams might like to
donate some  proceeds from a dancing crawl or
collection.  SNARK sword dancers have donated cash
from a Burton on Trent DERT revisited crawl.   There
will be a collection at DERT and the SDU will be
running a raffle that has prizes including a copy of Ivor
Allsop’s Book, ‘Longsword Dances’, and a copy of
‘Rapper;The Miner’s Sword Dance of North East
England’ by Phil Heaton and a very rare copy of George
Wallace’s absolutely unmissable ‘Fit to Jump Ower the
Moon’.

Vince Rutland, mentor of Sallyport Sword Dancers is in
charge of corporate fund raising from various bodies
and the Treasurer of the Charitable Trust is Jeff Lawson
North British Sword and editor of Rattle Up My Boys.

If only I’d paid my Nut money I could have enjoyed this stunning performance of the Royal Earsdon dance.
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Star and Shadow workshop, Warwick Folk Festival 2013
No prisoners, no concessions and a great learning experience
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Who’s Who.... and Why?
Watch out, you could be next. Interviews with rapper luminaries. 
Matt Crum - demon musician and Black Swan
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1. How were you seduced into the rapper world?
I had just finished my Popular and World Music BA at
Leeds Uni and I got into Black Swan Rapper via Nick
Cooke and his brother Jay. Black Swan were short of a
musician for a gig so I turned up to a few rehearsals,
did the gig and haven’t left since.

2. When did you first play for rapper and what
instruments do you play?
I grew up playing piano, sax, darbuka and some other
stuff. I started melodeon when I was 18 - my dad had
lent me one of his while I was at university. Several
years of frantic festival-sessioning later, I had picked up
enough tunes to keep up with rapper dancers.

3. Who taught you?
I come from an embarrassingly folky family; my mum is
a founder member of Chinewrde Morris; my dad has
played in festival ceilidh and concert bands galore and
my brother is a great drummer. I played in our family
ceilidh band from an early age; we haven’t played
together as a unit for ages but I still play regularly with
my dad & brother in various bands. Growing up with the
family band taught me how to keep the beat steady
through whatever distractions a gig / overexcited school

fete can throw at you, which has proven very useful in
the rapper world. 
My dad used to dance for Keele Rapper back in the
60s/70s. He insists on taking all credit for getting me
into rapper dancing - it must be hereditary.

4. How does rapper fit into your life?
I work full time for a bank in IT and am often on call so it
can be tricky to fit everything in during the week. I also
regularly play with several bands, which takes most of
my weekends out of the equation. Thankfully, my fiance
is rapper-friendly (she dances with Gaorsach and
Sheffield Steel) so we both enjoy it when we get time to
throw some swords at people. I’ve never danced with
her though, that would be terrifying.
5. How often to you need to practise melodeon?
I don’t practise much these days, but play regularly so
am able to keep my hand in. 

6  Do you have a favourite rapper tune?
Yes – The Handsome Young Maidens, it’s a great tune
which really lifts the end of a dance. Also an awesome
tune that Doug Eunson wrote which I don’t know the
name of (he and Sarah play it for Stone Monkey).

7. Why and when did rapper dancing take over from
the music?
I suppose I got “DERT fever”. I had won the DERT
music prize 3 times in a row and wasn’t comfortable
with the (probably self-perceived) pressure. I fancied
having a go at dancing at DERT instead and thankfully
the Swans were fine with this. It was a completely
different experience at dancing at DERT 2011 - I found
there to be more camaraderie with the team, vastly
more terror and a huge sense of achievement at the
end of each dance - after all, dancing was a new thing
for me. I still play and massively enjoy playing music for
Black Swan and Snark - we’ll have to see if I do it at
DERT again!

8. Favourite position?
At the front - 1 or 5 - unfortunately this often means
showing off and doing somersaults. Also it is because
of my height, which is not tremendous (I keep telling
people I’m taller than I look but it doesn’t sink in).
Figures which involve turning down the side of the set
past people who are over 6 foot tall are a particular
challenge, but perhaps easier from positions 1 & 5.

Matt driving the set forwards with some fantastic  
playing.



Sally Wearing
System Concepts

Providing health, safety, egonomics and
usability consultancy and training services.

Further information from Sally,
sally@system-concepts.com
www.system-concepts.com

instant excitement, without getting in the way of the
stepping or other dynamics within the dance. 

I am not advocating a world where there are no barriers
at all; the tradition could quite easily get lost if this were
the case. But minor innovations and non-destructive
additions to the performance shouldn’t be shunned
without appreciating what they can add. I wonder what
the reaction was when someone suggested doing a
back-somersault for the first time...
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If anyone else would like to advertise or
sponsor The Nut just get in touch with the
editor.

9. What is the key to being a good rapper musician?
You must support the dancers, without trying to be the
centrepiece. Do what you need to do to make sure they
stay together - you need to cut through noise / audience
and there must be no ambiguity to the beat and to
where you are in a tune. You must be audible and take
your cues from the number 1 / whoever is calling, same
as any other member of the performance. The musician
helps to define and underline the “arc” of the dance with
the dancers, which is why it is important to match
appropriate tunes, changes and emphasis with the
danced figures.

10. Should rapper musicians dance too?
Yes. Absolutely.

11. How was it learning rapper with Black Swan?
Excellent – no mercy, but always constructive.

12. What would you change in the rapper world?
Two things. We should not bar the way of new ideas.
For example, Black Swan are always penalised at
DERT for releasing swords – but this move is integral to
our signature move in our No2 dance. It adds to the
buzz. 
Secondly, but similarly, the standard of rapper music is
going from strength to strength. There are some
fantastic musicians involved, who are keen to add their
own styles to the proceedings. As new skills and ideas
enter, we should be open to them. There were mixed
reactions to Black Swan’s cajonist Dave at previous
DERT competitions - I think his contribution adds

Matt dancing Royal Easdon with Snark

The Nut is sponsored by:
Frank Lee

Light Engineering
Maker of Fine Rapper Swords

Contact
01697 72649

frank.lee2@btinternet.com
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As dancers we rarely think about why we do this
strange, peculiar form of activity or how it might be
viewed by those outside of the cognoscenti. Through
2013 social anthropology student Lucy Theaker
followed and spoke to several teams about their
perceptions.

The team can never know exactly how an audience will
react. The dance itself is fast-paced, sweaty and very in
your face. Given its relative obscurity and the fact that
your average pub goer has not been exposed to it
before, it is quite a spectacle when it is performed in a
close environment. As has been stated by Hanna
(1979: 15) “a study of dance cannot begin to capture
the multi-sensory, multimedia performance. Systematic
analyses of dance can neither recreate the liveliness of
dance nor imitate poetic dance description or popular
dance criticism”. Whilst this certainly rings true with
rapper, the wider elements of the dance can perhaps be
portrayed. The fact that it is skilled, and takes time to
master, means that it is done as a performance, to
show off, and there is instantly a division between the
dancers and the audience. Chatting to Aubrey at
Warwick Folk Festival, his eyes lit up as he enthused
about the dance; “when you’re in a pub and they can

actually smell the sweat and they get splashed
and think my God that’s a bit close isn’t it! It’s
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nice.”  There was a general feeling of having to change
the mind-set of the audience; how as you dance you
can feel the ambience of the room change as the
audience warm to it and get more involved, being won
over by the spectacle. The audience are “involved in an
experience that is enhanced because it is physically
shared” (Spencer 1985: 11). Given the small confines of
the space they are intimately connected with the
dancers without actually being part of the dance itself.
The way in which rapper is most often performed,
means that you are imposing this display on someone
else’s evening, and they may object to being
interrupted. The division between dancers and
audiences has many layers. Not only is the dance
obscure, it is a working class tradition, it is very intrusive
in a small space and is often totally unexpected. The
trick for the dancers is to know their audience and to
traverse these barriers with as few difficulties and
tensions as possible.

“Where spectacle is being produced, there is a
performance, and, by implication, an audience-
performer divide” (Addo 2009: 220). The initial step in
negotiating the divide between the audience and the
dancers is to choose the dance spot. Even when the
demographic of the pub ‘fits’ and the bar staff have
given permission for you to dance, some of my
informants spoke about how you have to work to

Rapper as Spectacle
Lucy Theaker

Lucy interviewing a sword dancer who is clearly trying to maintain some anonymity, and failing.



actively change the attitude of the audience. It has been
stated that , “the audience is part of the spectacle…and
its way of participating may reconstruct the nature and
meaning of the spectacle itself” (Davies 1998: 142).

‘Fringe Places’
“...sniffing the ambience of the place...you’re inflicting
this alien type of culture on a totally different culture,
totally different, and essentially what you’ve got is a
group of people who are middle class people coming in
with a type of music which people would spit at, right,
normally, you know 90% of people would spit at it,
they’re dressed in these ridiculous clothes and they look
like a bit of a cult”.

All the teams I spoke to expressed the idea that the
places rapper goes down best are “the fringe places”;
“it’s like life generally, people who are on the fringe of
things are always a lot more engaging and people who
have a smugness about them are not”. Places like Leith
Walk, in Edinburgh, were said to be the best places to
do a pub crawl. “The types of pubs where rapper goes
down well are always the ones where people say to
you, oh don’t go to that one, oh don’t go there its
horrible”. This seems slightly surprising, given that
rapper is now firmly in the domain of middle-class
academics, yet it still fits best in the working class
environments. This could be related to the idea that “the
body is an image of society and that rituals concerning
the body’s boundaries correspond to the notions of the
political, social and cultural or geographical boundaries
of social groups” (Burt 1998: 119); although the practise
itself is no longer ‘working class’ the ‘tradition’ is still
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rooted in this political, social, cultural and geographical
boundaries of its origins. The performance of rapper in
this way could be viewed as enabling these middle-
class academics to step inside a social world which
they would usually be excluded from, so the
performance persona opens up otherwise unattainable
social encounters.

Temporality 
The temporality of rapper is one of the keys to its
‘punchy’ and spontaneous performance. It takes on
similar qualities to that of a travelling show;
transforming a space instantly, imposing a new culture,
and leaving a strong lasting memory (Addo 2009).
Appearing in a pub and suddenly performing an
unfamiliar dance, changes the mood of the pub for the
entire evening. The dancers themselves are usually in
and out of each pub in less than half an hour, making
the impact of the performance all the more intense. This
refers to the idea that the concealed knowledge has
become revealed knowledge and it is something new
and unfamiliar that needs to be made sense of. Several
people spoke about the importance of ‘putting on a
good show’, especially if it is likely to be the first time
the audience have seen rapper; this will be their first
memory of it and you want them to remember it well,
and not make comparisons to Morris teams. Likewise
they expressed worries that when people have a hazy
memory of the dance “the worst thing is you don’t know
who they saw and it might be right wank and that’s why
they don’t remember it very well cos it wasn’t very
impressive. So you just have to hope you’ll do a good
job”. 

Thanks to everyone who chatted, discussed, opined etc and let me follow themThanks to everyone who chatted, discussed, opined etc and let me follow them
around, particularly Mons Meg, Stone Monkey and Star and Shadow.around, particularly Mons Meg, Stone Monkey and Star and Shadow.
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Rapparound
A miscellany of news gathered from those
with their eye to the wall and their ear to the

plughole!!

A Triple Blow
Rumour has it that Sheffield based Triskele Sword are
hanging up their swords  - at least for the time being.
Shortage of new members and too many other
commitments  for the remaining dancers have
reluctantly forced the decision. Twelve glorious years
and many memories. Watch out for 'Lost Rapper
Teams No. 3'  in a future NUT.

CALLING ALL RAPPER TEAMS
DART is coming to CANADA!

The 2014 DART (Dancing America Rapper
Tournament) is happening November 7th - 9th, 2014 in

Toronto

We would love to help you plan. 
Questions? Email us at DARToronto2014@gmail.com

A Two Line Whip?

Tom Sullivan and Linda Hewing decided to do the
decent thing and invited Whip the Cat to make sure it all
went off riotously. 
Congratulations and look at the shine on those swords!

Triskele’s attempts to recruit more muscle proved
unsuccessful, here they identify their perfect dancing
partner.

THE NUT 2014-15
order your amazing copies online!

£10 for 3 issues incl pp.

paypal: 
http://trinamck1.wix.com/the-
nut
cheque, bank transfer:
kevtheaker@googlemail.com


