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Dear Emma,
I’m a bit worried that I might have fallen into 

bad company. You see, it was at university 
when someone, a ‘friend’ asked if I’d like to try 
something a bit different. I thought, ‘Why not?’ 
try anything once. It was fun, I felt great - what 
a buzz. So I did it again, and then some more.
It’s reached a point where I can get it in most 
major cities, travelling when I need more of a 
high. Most weekends now I’m out. Sometimes 
I can’t remember where I’ve been, or who 
with.
Do you think I might have overdone it?

Dear Tom,
Certainly not. If you have it flaunt it, and 

let’s face it you appear to be shaking it all 
over the place. Get it while you can before the 
shine goes off and you find yourself slumped 
in the corner sipping a bitter pint mumbling 
‘I couldavbeen a DERT winner, but fer me 
knees.’ Or bouncing a small child dressed in 
mini hoggers on your buggered knees whilst 
the team carries on without you.

A word of warning - leave the hard stuff 
alone. The old timers were made of serious 
stuff - don’t touch Swalwell. That’ll really mess 
your head.

Love Emma

Hi,
Spring is well on the way, frogs are in the pond 
and Mrs McKendrick is pedalling the Nut’s 
trusty velocopede to power the laptop. After 
sixty editions we’ve given the format a bit of 
a makeover by making it cleaner and neater. 
Hope you like it.

Newcastle DERT is approaching and looks 
like an excellent event. This edition of the Nut 
is a little NE heavy as a result. Vince’s tour of 
rapper origins is a must for anyone interested 
in where it all starts. An insight into the inner 
workings of High Spen opens up the myths 
of a traditional team to 21st century scrutiny. 
Finally there’s a report on the North East 
Rapper Competition, which is growing with 
every passing year into a significant event in 
the winter months.

 A call for support for Dancing England, a 
seminal event which kicked off the rapper 
revival. Go to it - well worth it.

See you at DERT
Kev
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Swords in Ningbo
During the course of few years in China 
running University of Nottingham’s campus 
in the city of Ningbo I successfully introduced 
regular ceilidhs - the first one with a fly-in band 
from Hong Kong, later with music from a boom 
box and most recently with a home grown 
ceilidh band. These were hugely successful 
and we had no trouble getting 400+ dancers at 
a typical event. The next logical move was to 
introduce some performance dances. I showed 
the student some videos of European dance 
sides and they chose Bourree de la Chapelotte 
to perform first at the 2015 Christmas show. 
After that we learned a couple of stick dances 
from Black Pig’s various Youtube portfolio. 
Note that like the rapper shots they *always* 
chose kits that involved kilts!

I made several attempts to get them interested 
in rapper but it was challenging for 2 reasons:

 (1) the perception of danger, an aversion to 
which is deeply embedded in Chinese culture, 
one child etc 

(2) I was usually working with teams of young 
males who were badly coordinated and often a 

bit silly. 
However, in the run up to my farewell ceilidh 
in Jan 2019 I was determined to make it work. 
The key to success was working with *girls* 
instead who were more confident, self organ-
ized and super-focussed. They learned a basic 
version of Newbiggin over 3 evenings and 
then polished it before dancing it out a week 
later. Only one of them managed to pick up 
the stepping in that time but we compensated 
by ordering tap shoes from Taobao so that at 
least they could make a bit of noise.

The lad on the right in the photo - I spotted him 
and dragged him through the set in Figure of 
Eight. His mother’s face was a picture...

So the swords remain in Ningbo with the 
(nameless) team which they have vowed to 
continue. They are all first year students I think 
so there is a decent chance we’ll hear more 
from this part of the world.

Chris Rudd

(Thanks to Chris and Frank Lee for sending 
information and photo)
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Hundreds of us will be at DERT 2019  
in Newcastle – but how many can bore 
their pals with a myriad of stories about 
the places our dances began and what 
went on there?

Your peers may have uttered mysterious 
place names such as Winlaton, Walbottle or 
Westerhope in deep conversations on the 
origins of rapper.  But do they know which 
team danced with tiny cymbals in their insteps, 
or what the Amble team used clothes pegs 
for?

Now’s your chance to find out for yourself and 
bring all of this to life!

Your chance to find out comes on Friday, 5th 
April, when DERT 2019 puts on an afternoon 
guided coach tour taking in as many of the 
villages which once had rapper traditions as 
we can fit in.  Legendary villages like Swalwell, 
where Cecil Sharp saw his first rapper sword 
dance back in 1910,  and Earsdon where 
he went next.  Not to mention Winlaton, 
Bedlington and Newbiggin-by-the-Sea.

We’ll take in all these places and, where 
possible, stop for a small libation and a 
practical demonstration of some of the dances 
in their original locations, courtesy of Sallyport.  
A commentary will keep you entertained (or 
help you nod off) and informed on some of 
the local sword dancing and other history 

before we arrive back at DERT HQ some time 
between 5.30 and 6pm.

The tour will leave Newcastle at around 
12.30pm, from a venue close to Central 
Station.  If you’re due to arrive around that 
time or maybe shortly after, and let us know as 
soon as possible, we’ll do our best to arrange 
to wait for your train.  

To book, email dert2019newcastle@gmail.
com as soon as possible.  Tickets will cost 
£15 per seat, depending on numbers, and are 
strictly limited.  If the coach is full, there will be 
a reserve list and if there are enough it may be 
possible to run a second coach.

Vince Rutland

Hop on the bus to see where rapper began

Photos: Above left North Walbottle
Below: Blaydon
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The Rapper Census is complete (for 
now!)

The Rapper Census 2018 was a project to 
collect modern rapper dances, many of which 
have not been officially collected before. 
There were a few technical issues, but on the 
whole the project was a success. 31 videos 
were taken in total, at the North East Rapper 
Competition (NERC) in Newcastle, and at 
the Spotlight competition at Dancing England 
Rapper Tournament in Sheffield (DERT). In 
addition to the videos, a basic data collection 
of active teams took place, of which 20 teams 
responded, and some sent accompanying 
photos. 

The films have now been edited, and 

information collated. The material is not going 
to be available online, but copies of any of the 
films can be requested by contacting Coral 
directly. The complete collection will sit in the 
EFDSS archives at Cecil Sharp House.

The census took a snapshot of the rapper 
dance tradition and community, as it stands in 
2018. There is much more that can be done, 
as always. There are more teams, and many 
more dances that have not been collected. 
There is the need for a more in-depth project 
to create a standardised format of notation 
and collection for rapper, of which the multi-
angle filming used in this project and my 
previous writing on notation could be the first 
step. Hopefully this work will be continued, 
while there are still a large number of dance 
teams performing in what I believe is a peak in 
popularity of the dance form. 

Thanks to the Malcolm Taylor Grant for Folk 
Collections, from EFDSS, for providing the 
funding for this project, and to the rapper 
community for allowing the filming to take 
place.

Coral Reid

The Rapper Census 2018

The Rapper Census 2018

Below: Sallyport sharing the hipflask of port after 
winning the traditional dance at NERC 2019
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Dancing England 2019
After the resurrection event in Sheffield 
in 2017, Dancing England returned at 
Nottingham on January 26th 2019. A  
different format, a different place but 
does it still have the spirit of Dancing 
England?

At the heart of Dancing England is the 
celebration of English traditional dance. This 
year’s event was well curated, spanning a 
wide range of dance forms. These included the 
Abbot’s Bromley Horn Dance, Knaresborough 
Mummers, Old Glory Molly, and Flamborough 
Longsword. For rapper Thrales representing 
the tradition and Whip the Cat showcasing a 
modern style. 

This was the first Dancing England with a 
theatre stage, with the audience in front rather 
than in the round. This gives the dance teams 
a different relationship with the audience. 
It turns them into performers, with all that it 
entails. This presents a challenge but also 
opportunities for teams.

The teams that reached out to the audience 
had the greatest impact. Some by dancing 
through the audience to the stage or engaging 
in dialogue. Orcadia Carnival Morris through 
sheer precision, energy and stamina, Old 
Glory using their time to talk to the audience 
rather than cram an extra dance into the 
space. Earlsdon were, well very Earlsdon, 
exactly as expected; high energy excellent 
but perhaps just a little too fast. Chipping 
Camden morris just lovely traditional dance 
well executed. 

Tom Sullivan with Whip the Cat obviously 
enjoyed Tommying, and he’s very good at 
it. A nod towards DERT though - Tommy’s 
use a microphone! This was also true with 
the mummers. The transfer to a stage 
performance of something that should be more 
intimate with a closer audience didn’t work that 
well. The larger stage and the need to present 
from the very front meant that it was a little 
lost.

Novelty acts crop up all the time, the one off 
dances at DERT, dance displays at IVFDF, 
LNE at Sidmouth. Do they bear repeating or 
even reviving? The origin of the Nottingham 
Butchers is in the depths of DE in the 1980s. 
Very well seasoned dancers from Dolphin 
Morris and others but when set alongside the 
rest of the performances it looks a little light 
weight.

A feature which fitted into Nottingham 
Playhouse well was the small exhibitions 
and displays. Of particular interest were Doc 
Rowe’s overview of English dance and Lucy 
Wright’s look at Carnival Morris tradition. 
The underpinning of why Dancing England, 
DERT, the JMO day of dance and others are 
important culturally and academically should 
be celebrated. This is an area that would be 
worth expanding in the future. An opportunity 
for EFDSS to be involved?

All credit to the DE team for putting together 
a superb show. Ed Dyson did a great job as 
compere, Arwen Heaton marshalled the teams 
through rehearsals and performances and 
the stage team of Richard Platt and James 
Fitzgerald kept it all in order. However this 
is just the tip of the iceberg and thanks to 
everyone involved.

Dancing England is a living breathing event. 
The ideas are still buzzing and there is a spark 
about the event. Nottingham Playhouse was 
just about full to capacity. The team have gone 
out on a limb to revive the event. But, what 
it needs more than anything else is support. 
Many of the audience were nostalgically 
revisiting Dancing England of the 80s. It would 
be good to see a wider demographic attending 
the event. 

In the meantime, make sure that you keep 
a space in the now busy diary for midwinter 
and make time for Dancing England. It is well 
worth it.

Photos opposite: Dancing England 2019
All images Kev Theaker/Written in Film
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After a few sessions of dancing out as 
the newbie with Spen, I was amused 
to hear a long-term member reeling 
off a set of the urban myths he hears 
repeated about the team. Here’s a 
sample:
MYTH 1: We’re an invitational team only. 
(Like many teams, Spen could always do 
with a couple of extra dancers. The team 
certainly isn’t selective – it’s probably true to 
say that they aren’t very good at advertising 
themselves! Practising in Birtley, Gateshead, 
they are a bit geographically removed from the 
populations of other teams and other potential 
influxes.)

MYTH 2: We guard our figures very closely. 
(There are some fantastic Spen figures – 
back-diamond, the original bulldog, at least 3 
variations of Follow-Wir… they were all being 
taught in workshops at Whitby festival)

MYTH 3: We don’t approve of women doing 
rapper. (I’ve been treated to the sight of a 
diminutive Star And Shadow dancer filling in 
at a practice, Ricky Forster (grandfather of the 
tradition and EFDSS gold badge recipient) 
hooting with laughter while dancers in the set 

yelled “Shut UP, Ricky!”)

A word of caution – this isn’t a history of Spen. 
[cue shuffling of feet as dedicated historians 
leave the room] You can read the history all 
over the internet. You can see notations. Yes, 
this is the only team that predates the rapper 
renaissance. This is about what I found when I 
went to visit… and decided to join. 

I was delighted to find the Spen dance can 
still be as I hoped it would: fast, slick and 
absolutely relentless. It’s danced at a jog 
and, when you’re not jogging, you’re stepping 
in sixteens. I come away from each dance 
exhilarated, breathing pretty hard and wishing 
I had eaten more for m’tea. The team itself 
is an enjoyable environment. Like any other 
team, I suspect, there are alternate moments 
of success and of frustration (where we feel as 
if we’re banging our heads against against a 
brick wall). Sound familiar? Hey, you must be 
in a dance team!

For anyone with a true interest in traditional 
rapper, Spen provides the place to immerse 
yourself in it. Loads of teams perform ‘a 
traditional dance’, but the only way to really 
learn the golden-age style is to learn it with 
a team that dances wholly in that style. As a 

Inside High Spen Blue Diamonds
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team, Spen don’t claim to have an unbroken 
existence; they happily admit that they have 
been ‘relaunched’ more than once, but always 
taught in this style by those who had danced in 
this style.

The only word of caution is this: be ready 
to find out how much you really know about 
dancing. If you have ever said “I dance 
rapper”; if you have ever thought “I know how 
rapper works” – you might just have to rethink 
some of what you think you know. The more 
generic ‘rapper’ becomes, the more some of 
the knowledge gets lost between the cracks. 

Before setting up Medlock Rapper, its founder 
once told me “High Spen is the only team 
where I still come away from their practices 
having learned something new”. They have 
certainly had the better part of a century to 
think about their figures. There is no point in 
their dances where you’re just holding-onto-a-
sword – even those just-waiting-and-stepping 
moments are thought of as displays.

However, this is a hard dance for untutored 
eyes. If you dance to uncensored pub 
audiences (regardless of stag weekends, 
karaoke nights and football matches), you’ll 
know that modern rapper plays to the crowd 
and is good at tailoring the performance if the 
crowd is about to lynch you. The Spen dance 
doesn’t make concessions in this way – it’s a 
full tradition, always done from start to finish. 
Great for festivals and stage-performances, 
much less likely to be a dusk til dawn pub 

crawl. Are you already in a pub crawl team? 
Then Spen is the perfect counterpart!

If you want a taste of the style, search youtube 
for ‘High Spen Dert 93’. A great example of the 
speed and energy, featuring perhaps the best 
single tumble I’ve seen in anyone’s dance. 

(With any luck Spen will be putting in a stage 
appearance at DERT. Hope to see you there!)

Cock O’the North

Photos: High Spen Blue Diamonds performing at 
the North East Rapper Competition 2018.

Photo credits: Kev Theaker

The serene concentration of Medlock at DERT 2018. 
How will they fare this year?
Photo: Kev Theaker/Trina McKendrick
(Or I can’t tell which of us took it)
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The Red Lion in Earsdon village 
was the venue for first awayday for 
the DERT Alternative Judges and 
the Sword Dance Union joint Annual 
venture in February.

Earsdon of course was the spiritual 
home of the, ”Earsdon Guizards “ And  in 
1910 Cecil Sharp wrote, “They hold  the 
reputation of being the best sword dancers in 
Northumberland.”

So Earsdon standing on its hill surrounded by 
all the villages with their collieries and pits that 
the Royal Earsdon dancers worked at; The 
Eccles and Maude collieries at Backworth; the 
Fenwick Pit at East Holywell, and the Algernon 
Colliery at West Allotments, was the ideal 
place for the first venture. 

Although the NERC (open only to teams 
from Northumberland and Durham ) was 
first competed for in 1949, in Hexham with 
a splendid trophy donated by EFDSS, the 
Competition was only ever won by Royal 
Earsdon for its first six years.  Sallyport were 
the first winners of the SDU Competition 
revival in 2011 when it was held in 
Washington. Since then the Competition has 
moved around the North East and been won 
by Kingsmen, Star and Shadow and Sallyport 
again.

 On Saturday February 9, the Red Lion was 
the first Northumbrian venue and it was 
complete with an excellent stepping floor 
a very obliging landlady and even some 
interested locals...”How man, Aaa didn’t knaa 
there was ganna be music an aall!”
It’s only been a few months since Royal 
Earlsdon’s last Captain, Dave Pearson 
died but his family, Anne and Karen were 
on hand to reinforce the local sword dance 
connections.

The DERT AJ’s also took a bold move in 
2018 and introduced the Traditional Class 
into the proceedings, which allows any team 
from anywhere to enter a Traditional dance 
(with similar but not as exacting criteria as 
The DERT Traditional Class). Making an ideal 
training run out for those teams with an eye on 
the DERT Traditional. 

In January 2018, the splendid Kelham Island 
Rapper entered their version of Newbiggin in 
the Trad class, drank some beer wore their 
jackets and had a great day.

In 2019, The North East Class was competed 
for by Sallyport, Kingsmen, Star and Shadow 
and the punnily named Tees Hyde Steel. 
The Traditional Class was competed for 
by Sallyport with a version of Winlaton and 
by Star and Shadow dancing figures from 
Westerhope. On hand, with their excellent 
calling on song, but not competing were the 
BBC favourites, The Pink Diamonds. 

North East Rapper Competition: 
Tees Hyde Steel - A Hyde family team from 
Teeside  (geddit?) in the old County of 
Durham. Nice dance with different generations 
performing and playing. After only a few 
practices the dance didn’t quite gell  but it was 
an excellent terpsichorean event.

Sallyport - Typical Sallyport entrance bravado, 
with an interesting Earsdon song. Some 
missed stepping and a few bumpings and 
bargings made it a less than a typical Sallyport 
performance. Commendable Tommy routine 
though.

Kingsmen - After the yells off stage and 
then barging past the crowd in the bar the 
Kingsmen whooped onto the floor. Stepping 
was crisp and the figures were a typical 
Cumberland show, but slower than was 
comfortable, the performance however was 
saved by the constant barrage of Tommy jokes 

North East Rapper Competition
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and yet another hilarious joke gummi hand 
throw.

Star and Shadow - Crisp stepping, smooth 
and swift movements and a brilliant concertina 
speed gave the Shadowy stars a clear edge. 

NERC Traditional:
Sallyport -dancing Winlaton in their own style. 
Unbeatable and worthy winners.

Star  and Shadow - Dancing Westerhope 
figures were fielding a sort of newbies team 
and nerves got the better of them. Next time 

Frank Lee
Light Engineering

Maker of Fine Rapper Swords
Contact

01697 72649
frank.lee2@btinternet.com

Sally Wearing
System Concepts

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

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

If anyone else would like to advertise or 
sponsor the Nut just get in touch with the 
editor

The Nut is sponsored by

it will be so much better if only because the 
team will be more confident. A good effort.

Pink Diamonds - Entertaining and decidedly 
pink...stars of Countryfile and wonderfully 
brought on by a terrific song full of innuendo 
and I think, Murder!

So. A great Rapper event in a Great venue, 
we’ll see it again at DERT and thanks to the 
Judges, Aubrey O’Brien, Phil Heaton and 
Sue Rutland and especially the AJ’s Amy and 
Clare. 

Right: Star and 
Shadow with the 
NERC trophy after 
the competition at 
Earsdon.
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Rapperound
A miscellany of news gathered from those 

with their eye to the wall and their ears 
permanently glued
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Congratulations
To Chloe Jones and Andy Lawrenson on the 
arrival of baby James.

The future of Newcastle based rapper looks 
very secure in about 18 years time with the 
way Star and Shadow and the Newcastle 
Kingsmen are going. However Sallyport might 
need to get their act together. 

Godfather of rapper, progenitor of DERT, 
Bellman of Snarks Phil Heaton in his prime 
on the Ironbridge in times gone by. The two 
handsome members of the team are still 
dancing and will be seen at Shepley Spring 
Festival this year. (Note I’m not naming them 
as it is obvious)

DANCING AMERICA
​RAPPER TOURNAMENT

2019 OCT 25TH-27TH
WASHINGTON DC

Hosted by Sligo Sword. Registration is open. 
More info at 
https://www.dartrapper.com/

Royal Earsdon, displaying their excellent stepping, 
which has caused some of us no end of trouble to 
replicate.


