Shropshire

By Dave Jones

Much of the original material on this
subject has now been lost. This is largely
due to the disinterest shown by early
collectors who considered it to be a
degenerate form of the Morris. Blame
must also lie squarely on the shoulders of
local revival sides who had, and indeed in
some cases still have, the opportunity to
collect genuine material.

I have found the early form of the dance
to have consisted of longways sets of up to
at least twelve men. In several instances,
at the time of collection, the set had
shrunk to three, four or five men. We find
examples of this at Brimfield (Four
dancers and two musicians), and Stretton
Westwood (Five dancers including
musicians). It now seems clear that the
number of dancers was not always
relevant. Even so, all the evidence points
to a primitive rather than degenerate
form of the Morris.

About the Tradition

Some of the oldest records of the Morris
Dance come from the Welsh Border
Counties of Herefordshire, Worcestershie
and Shropshire. In 1609 a side of twelve
dancers performed at Hereford Races,
accompanied by four Whifflers (crowd
controllers) and two musicians. Their
average age was said to be 103 years. In
1652 a team from Broseley, in Shropshire,
caused a disturbance at an alehouse at
Nordley. In 1614 the inhabitants of
Longdon (about nine miles east of
Ledbury), entertained themselves with
May Games, Morrices and dancing upon
the Sabboth day in the Summer set aside
for such purposes. A team were expected
in Shrewsbury, especially at Christmas
and in the Summer, sometime earlier than
this.

It would seem from this and other
evidence that the Morris Dance was fairly
widely performed in the area, in the
Seventeenth Century, at Christmas but
perhaps more so in the Summer.

The Form of the Dance

In the late nineteenth century and early
nineteen hundreds, the Morris Dance, or
Molly Dance or “Ndfo’ Joeing” as it is
known to some living informants, was
widespread throughout the old English
areas of the three counties. It is from
these sources we get the form and figures
of the dance as it is performed today.
Most of these records speak of the dance
being performed at Christmas, and there
is ne-doubt that it served as a useful
source of extra income for the
performers at the festive season.

The dance seems to have originated as a
longways set (Two rows of men), although
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several collected performances, like those
at Brimfield, in North Herefordshire and
Bromsberrow Heath, near Ledbury were
in their latter days performed in a single
line.

The numbers of performers has not
seemed to be of great importance. Unlike
most Cotswold Morris dances with sets of
six men, most Border dances were

Morris Dances of The Welsh Border
Herefordshire, Worcestershlre and

performed in longways sets with
multiples of four men often totalling
twelve men in all. Most of the dances are
performed vigorously with short sticks,
the exceptions being the handkerchief
dances from Upton, Pershore and
Evesham and the stepping dance from
Bromsberrow Heath.
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The Dress

Apart from the Hereford side of 1609,
which seemed to have had a benevolent
sponsor, and one or two accounts of
earlier teams, sides of the late nineteenth
century and early twentieth century,
typically wore white shirts or old clothes
covered with brightly coloured or gaudy
rags. In some cases it gave the effect of a
tightly packed old fashioned rag mat as at
Cradley, in others the ribbons were more
sparsely scattered, as at Upton-upon-
Severn. Sometimes sashes or rosettes
were added. Headwear seems to have
varied from soft hats covered with rags to
top hats, bowlers or none at all.

In the early part of the twentieth
century, some of the teams had discarded
the traditional costume and wore fancy
clothes. An interesting history of the
Much Wenlock side tells us that the
dancers wore tags of cloth on their
ordinary clothes; later, the cloth was
exchanged for paper, which was set alight
by young mischievous lads. Finally tags
were abandoned for fancy dress
reminiscent of circus clowns, and some
dressed as women. A recent informant
who danced with another side at Much
Wenlock reconstructed the costume
illustrated, on the old pattern and was
unaware of any changes to fancy dress.

Blackeried Faces

Many of the sides wore bells, and a
common feature was the black face. A
once more common theory for this was
that the Morris, or Moorish dancing was
brought over by the Moors and hence the

dancers imitated their dark complexion;
but it seems more likely that, if indeed the
word is derived from Moorish at all, it was
used as a descriptive term, with reference
to the black faces. So the black face is
likely to be a much older feature, and if
compared to other forms of men's ritual
dance throughout the world, it fits in with
the general theme of anonymity. In view
of the trouble taken to black the face, and
the hands in some cases, it seems
remarkable that such a feature should still
survive in the Border area. The general
belief seems to have been held locally that
you are not a Morris Dancer unless you
black your face. .

The Music

Older accounts usually refer to one or
two musicians, pipe and tabor being the
oldest form of accompaniment. In the
nineteenth century, however, the
musicians seem to have increased, and in
the area, there are many references to
percussion instruments of various types.
All of the following instruments have
been featured: fiddle, accordion,
melodeon, concertina, tambourines,
triangles, drums, bones, tin whistles, flute,
and pipe and tabor.

The tunes used were usually claimed to
be of no great importance, but several
villages in the South Shropshire and
North Herefordshire area and indeed one
informant from Pershore all refer to
versions of ‘Not for Joe! Singing often
accompanied the dancing.

Where the Dances came from

Nineteenth and twentieth century sides
have been noted before the late nineteen
thirties in the towns and villages on the
map. No doubt some of the performances
witnessed were of teams that were not
from that exact location but also it is
evident that more sides existed in the area
that have not been recorded.

Before the nineteenth century instances
of Morris Dancing have been recorded at
Shrewsbury, Eaton Constantine and
Broseley in Shropshire and at Hereford,
Longdon, Eldersfield and Forthampton in
the south of the area. Little is recorded
and it would be impossible to say anything
about the form of the dance at that time.

(Reprinted from Broadsheet)
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BRIMFIELD MORRIS DANCE

Miss Leather and Cecil Sharp saw Mr Trill's morris men from Brimfield,
between Ludlow and Leominster, Herefordshire, at Orleton on Boxing Day 1909.
Mr Trill had “learned his dancing Chepstow way" but his “morris dancing” at
BPrimfield. As far as they knew it had always been done at Christmas, as was
all the morris in the Bordars. “They never missed. People said it was no
Christmas without the morris men”. The froupe were six, four dancers, with
medolian and tamdourine men. There was nothing particular abouf tha number,
sometimas they had more and sometimes l23s than six. When there were more,
thay were able t2 introduce Couniry Dance figures info the dance.

In 130S. a3 the chotgraphs taken by Miss Leather show., the men wore fancy
32, 1 their faces biacked with whifte painted patches, but had no bells
f5. only short thick sticks. These were six to eignt inches
i 3 half inches diametar. The dancars had box hats and the
ian a large naf with f2athers. The men s3id tha® they remembered when
tha dancers wore smock frocks. breechas, white sftockings and gaiters with
f s - “Jim Crow" hats after the style of the clarical hat of the
nhey used tc have a separaf2 fool whose tunic and frousers were made

The meicdian player had no fixed music for the dance, polkas were prefered
but sometimes schottiches played rather slow. They used to have a fiddler,
Tom Payne, but hz had played since 189% for the side at Richards Castle, two
miles tc the west. The dancing stopped at Brimfield with WWI.

The dance that Sharp saw was similar fo the Four Handed Reel, except that

when the dancers faced they did not “step” but clashed their sticks together.

Set : four men in a line, facing in pairs, i» <2 3> <{4.
Steps : simple, but suggest use step-hops throughout without any jumps

NAPPING : 2 and 3 hold their stick in both hands, resting their hands on the
micdriff, and keeping the stick steady during the fapping. 1 and 4 sirike
these stationary sticks from side to side as in “single stick" for eight bars
in rhythm with the music. That is, in generai hitting from right to left on
the first beat cf each bar and from left to right on the middle beat, but
phrasing it overall according to the particular tune played. All step-hop
14/2 step), marking time during the “napping™.

FIGURE EIGHT : siternalely detw2en nappings, i and & dance : 2ight
round 2 anc 3, who remain in their place marking time
1is partnar oy the right and 4 by the left, and [ passes
bath o 2
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i3 dirar*.ion, 2ithar with right arm rouns
ctionz and waving free nand, or facing
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2. “Setting” %o partner to right and left for eight bars. Presumably more
elaborate “steps" could be used and this would make it more compatible with
the character of the rest of the dance.

3. “Link Arms", first right and then left, taking four bars each way.

4. Dr Cawte was told - Right and left hands across, ie a “star”, eight (sic)
bars each way. This is best started by 2 and 3 taking a pace tc their left
away from the middle of the set and | and 4 taking a pace towards the
middle of the set to allow an immediate joining of right hands in the centre.

SUGGESTED ORDER :
Nap / Figure & / Nap / Set /

Nap / Figure & / Nap / Arming /
WNap / Figure & / Nap / H
Nap / Figure 8 / Nap / Swing.

A personal suggestion i3 fc use the arming, hand across or swing to change
places with one's partnar 32 33 to share beingz on the receiving end!

With mcre dancers available the dance becomes guite different in character.
Mr Griffiths told Dr Cawte in 1957 that they lined up in a longways sef and
es. He especially remembered a “rounds”.

Sources :

1. E M Leather “The Folk Lore of Herefordshire”, p. 130. 1912,

2. C Sharp Mss  Folk Words No. 2191, Folk Dance Vel 1 p. 935,
Field Note Book 1210 no. i

3. E C Cawte “Morris Dance in Herefordshire, Shropshire and

Worcestershire"
Journal EFDSS Vol 9 No. 4 p. 147 Dec 1963. Reprint No. 13



A MORRIS AT MALVERN

A R Williams wrote to the EFDSS describing a performance of the morris at
Malvern many years ago. A little short of technical description it evokes
the impact of the dancing. The dancers has learnt from older men for use in
bad winters or in weather when they could not work. They wore heavy boots,
breeches, thick grey stockings or gaiters. Most had a second waistcoat on
top with sleeves instead of a jacket, of knitted brightly coloured wools,
stripped flannel or moleskin, woolen wrappers round their neck. Some had
hard hats, others slouched felt. Two or three had short drab tailed coats.
Round their ankles, knees, wrists and hats they wore bands of coloured
ribbons with strings of bells around ankles and legs. The short sticks had
ribbons on the middle.

1. Walk (strut with feet liftd high) in circle.

2. With sudden change of tune they ran nimbly round in a circle. The tune
changed again, regular intervals being emphasised by a loud aforsando. At
these burts of melody the dancers leapt into the air. The tune quicken
again. Hopping lightly from one foot to the other the dancers twirled round
as they leaped, waving their staves. Suddenly concertina and dancing stopped
with a final loud chord and a crash of the little bells and staves on staves.
The men stood still for a moment as if petrified, their sticks held above
their heads.

3. In two lines, pairs facing. Raised their staves and held them resting
arch-like - slow wailing tune - men slowly clashed their sticks together,
stooped, dibbed at the ground, clashed them together, then leaped into the
air so that their bells rang their utmost. They shuffled a little to the
side with a twisting heel and toe motion and repeated the slow clashing in
the air and the dibbing and knocking together of sticks at their feet. The
mcvements were all slow except the leap and the final clash, but very
precise and determined, thorough and entirely rhythmical. After several
repetitions of these strenuous motions the men suddenly relaxed.

4. A lively jigging measure. Dancers formed up into two rings, one inside
the other, facing opposite ways. For a minute or more they danced round so,
one ring keeping the outside all the while. At a quickening of the tune,
they zig-zagged each man alternately passing in and out before the next one.
As the did so they skipped lightly turning out the tces and knees with a
fling much like a hornpipe. The staves were flourished in the air, thrown
from one hand to the other and occasionally tapped together most often
irregularly but at intervals with a simultaneous crash and stamp of the
feet. Like the previous dances this o ne ended with a jerk as though music
and energy were cut off at one clash.

5. In two lines. Danced forward with quick springing movements accompanied
by plentiful flexions of the hands and arms and legs and feet. Passing each
other the dancers danced forward till they were back to back several yards
apart. At a louder chord from the concertina they all spun round in the
toes, danced toward each other and passed again, repeating this half a dozen
times with a light click of the staves in passing. Marked by only a slight
acceleration of tune, the dance changed so that the men were together in
pairs, prancing round each others, a pair keeping together as partners. This
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Malvern

dance seemed to allow for considerable variation in each couple’s performance
as they hopped and skipped, turned and twined and twisted and twirled, joined
hands or arms in different positions, loosed again, tapped staves together,
danced back to back or side by side and executed a whole galaxy of fancy
steps within the bounds set by the tune of the music.

6. Two lines - no music. Men stood shoulder to shoulder. Setting their
faces sternly they marched towards the opposite line of men. The march was
made with the greatest dignity and hauteur, every muscle strained, feet were
rigid, chins out, hands held up, chest arched, left fists clenched in front
and staves grasped in a tight grip before the faces. At this step the knees
were raised high, the toes pointed and the feet put down firmly. Then
almost touching, the two ranks of men stood facing staring each one to his
vis-a-vis with a threatening scowl. They clashed their staves together once,
hard and loud and in perfect unity, gave one heavy stamp with the right
foot, then assuming a disdainful expression of countenance retreated in
perfect order but not turning using a peculiar rear-kicking step. Three
times this proud and fierce set of minatory movements were gone through,
each half dozen men moving in perfect accord as one body.

7. After this display of masculine bellicosity, the twelve young fellows
threw down their staves on & heap and danced round them. The accompanist
played a lively jig as fast as he could and the dancers went round in a ring
with endless variety of individual motions. They threw their bodies and
arms and legs into all manner of postures joining together in twos, threes

or fours and separating again, excuting as many fancy steps as their wit and
ingenuity could devise. .

Transcribed by R L Dommett

© 1968 R L Dommett



MUCH WENLOCK

There are a number of interesting dances for 6 or 8 dancers in circulation
generically called “Much Wenlock” but with little evidence of being based on
collected material. The dance collected by Maud Karpeles in 1937 and seen

again in

Source

Music

Sticks
History

Costume

Set
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1949 was very simple.

collected by Maud Karpeles from Baden Minton, a miner, then aged
37 on 30.3.1937, when Mr Minton, as the melodian player, came to
the Raven Hotel in the evening with 3 dancers, two stick men and
a tambourinist, to show the dance.

various tunes, including jigs. The band consisted of melodian,
bones, triangle and tambourine, depending on numbers availahla.
stick 14" long and 4" in circumference, not decorated.

The dance came from Homer a mile away in the 18R(3's. The old
team i3ast came out before WWI and Mr Minton danced wifth them.
He ravived the dancing in 1926 involving workers from the
limestone quarries whare he used to work. They used to come out
first on Christmas Eve and dance from 6pm till midnight. then
again on Boxing Day, and sometimes every day afterwards until
the New Year. They b2lieved the dance was to celebrate the
pirth of Christ. ©Dr Cawte met George Walters on 22.5.57 who
joined the side in 1217 and Nick Reowlands on 22/30.5.57 who
joined in 1897. These dancers coriginally wore tags of cloth on
their ordinary cicthes, then later ths tags were of paper and
finally they went to fancy dress with top hats because the boys
used to set the paper tags alight.

All blacked their faces and hands, and no one wore bells. They
wore any fancy dress, such as that of an Italian clown, King
Jester, and Sambo the Black. Some dancers dressed as women,
which idea Mr Minton said he had introduced. There is a
photograpn of the team in the Shrewsbury Chronical of Friday 5th
April 1935 under the headline “Wenlock Tells the World".

: The dance could be performed by from 5 to & dancers. There were

always two “standards", a bones and a melodian player, who did
not dance.
When 8 in troupe @ there were ¢ stick dancers and 2 tambourine
players wno danced in a set of 6.
When 7 in troupe : there were 2 stick dancers and 2 tambourine
players who danced. and a triangle player who did not dance.
When 6 in trecupe : ther2 was no triangle olayer.
When 5 in troupe @ fhere were 2 sfick dancers and friangle player
wno 4id not dance

2, ouf no fampourine piayer.

set for the dance was either,

S S T S S
(bottom: or (fop) (bottom: or {top) (bortom)
s < T s S
Partners cross ovar, passing 120t shoulders, and take a aaif turn
to thz right t2 face tack
Partners cross back, o ing i=2 houlders to places, and then

arm cnce arcund with ms linzed, to end in place.
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The tambourines are held up and chaken during the crossing. The “step”
during the above was something between a run and a walk. In jig time, the
dancers put in occasicnal fancy steps, such as & cross step and a hockle
step, but only indeterminately. Dr Cawte was told that for part of the dance
they used a clumsy single shuffle as we know for the rapper dance. When in
the streets, the dancers progress slightly in these movements, by making
their track slightly diagonal. They are then headed by the melodian and the
bones.

Bars ©/16 : Stick Tapping : Pariners stand still, facing each other. The
even stick dancers hold their sticks s5till in a vertical
position whilst th2 odds hit the tips of the even's sticks
altarnately from right to left and left to right with their
tips to the rhythm ¢/ x x x x / and finish with / x . x . //.
The strikers sticks are also held almost vertically and the
tapping iz dons mainly by a movemeni of the wrist.

The tambourine players beat time and the bones playar, who has
hitharts been silent, joing in.

above is reps2aied but the evens hit the odds.
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Whole dance continues ad 1lib.

The same men a5 seen by Maud Karpeles performed in 1249 when some were
living at Stretton Westwood as reported by Geeffrey Mendham in “Encounters
with the Morris Dance in Shropshire"” in English Dance and Song Dec/Jan
1953/4 p.100.

“The Westwood Morriz Men, five of them, mef in August 1948. Dressed in
fancy dress mostly modelled on circus clown costume. One wore a tightly
fitting blue costume, wide waisted and tightly banded at wrist and ankle -
carried two pairs of bones. Another wore top hat and tail coat and was
almost immaculate - with a tambourine. Other three in coloured pyjama like
suits. Two has short sticks one foot long - third had a small melodian.

A full team includ d two more stick men. All had blacksned faces.

Four dancers stood in a square 12 feef wide, with musician in middle -
reading sunwise - tambourine, stick, stick, bones - musician played 16 bar
tune loud, fast and inaccurately. Second tune was recognisably as “Three
Jolly Sheepzskins"‘ lar*a’v as at Sleights - this because Sharp’'s “Sleights”
came from John Lacke of Leominster!

During first strain the thre2 in motley moved rapidly rcund each cother in a
serpentine track, apparently arditarily - came cccasicnally near a hey for
threa. S‘-’.ep w2z 2 razid relling walk - as if a nurry to gef somewhersa.
Meanwhile the to: =d tambourinist movad fairiy silowly anticiockwise
round the e'. and performed 3 variety of polka and rant steps in an almost

erfor
sitting poasition. At the end ':f 2 bars all back %o peosiftion, except siick
h

tile va«‘y’ rizidly vertically at arms leng*h. The other beaf it
3id2 with great wvigour, four times In each of first six bars,

s s2ven and three times in eigth. Tambourine and bones did same
raythm, voth facing away from cenfre, the tones af head lavel, the tambourine

2vel. ALl insfrument: played with extireme vigour. Sequence done

£

a3t knee 1
three or four <imes, stick men change roles each time. Dance ended on
szcond strain. Usually performed at Xmas.!

)]

—
[Yv]
<
sl



STEEPLE CLAYDON

Most of our knowledge of the lesser morrises exists because of the industry
of Cecil Sharp just before and after the First World War. Scometimes the
immediate descriptions existing in his pocket sized Field Notebocks retain a
vividness lost in the later formal write-ups found in his deposited
Manuscripts. One such visit was on September 2nd 1922 to Steeple Clayden in
Buckinghamshire. The formal account i3 found under C# Tune 4836 and in Folk
Dance IV p 86-87. The cther half of the visiting team would have been Maud
Karpeles

Sept 8.
Bucxkingham Union after breakfasf, got 2 songs from Robert -wg’x 5 (B3
Talked with other 2id men and learned of a morris at [adford and Steeple

Claydon, alsc of a fiddier Tom Stuckberry at Hillesden zhen cycled to
Steeple Cliayden. John Jennings ¢73) on the road. Plays pxccolo ooth
ways (traverse ani % bec) all sorts of dance funes. Used to go “mumeling”
at Christmas and r2memdered ail the words. Played for the morris and once
danced with them. Told us of John iInwood, known as “Jockey-im", a morris
dancer and a riddlzr and s0n a fiddler. Had a brother Wiiliam now dead
who played and danced s7iil ©
Went and called on Jonn Inwood (77}, a nice cid man. Found him digging
potatces. At once came into his coftage, a pathetically small cne, and took
down a fiddle ‘half size) which he ftold us belonged fo his father's granfer.
After much tuning olayed a versiocn of “0ld Mother Oxford” whlch nhe said was
the only tune they ever played when they danced the morris., probably because
they played it better than any other. FPlayed several other tunes as he
gradually found his fingers which he s3id were too s7iff now %o play as he
used to. He apologized when he began by saying “I can't put it up very
nigh”. I toock down ‘The Cockadr” as well. He said they used to dance at the
Phoenix public housa, country dances efc. He once won a prize there at a
smoking match when h2 smoked in a church warden pipe two ounces of tobacco
straight off, “you cculdn't tell the time of the clock for smoks"

hen I tackled him on the morris. The 6 men who had belis stoed up in a
ile, went through the straight hey {called the “doubl2") to the fune, ending
facing in pairs, i1azZ, 2%4, 5&5. They then clapped, he couldn't ¢
exactly how buf aoparently scmething like the claps of “Shepherd’s Hey” and
: told me later on that aftzr tha i double,

. Tanni

4,..;

“Nona So rratiy’

thay faced 2& 5 baing 5 : ma thay
sometimes used 5 remindad m2 of fhe Worcestarshir: mcrris and like
it danced at Kma then danced the morris 5020 with zreat vitalify,

! ! ng 73 further and highar than we
are usad {0 do anc them very nearly sfraignt, his hiz joints
wondarfully loose fl2xible, He told us Crass was andth2r morris dancer
now living ay Bracclay
W2 then 2f Country fanczs, 2n2 in which
hands acr JCcurad

2]
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In Sharp's Mss, he said “Apparently very like the morris at Ludlow and White
Ladies Aston, evidently very corrupt and more like a reel.” The only such
relevant dancing we know that Sharp actually saw was at Brimfield, so the
comment may have been second hand. It is not a conclusion we would accept
today with our greater data base.

Sharp also expressed the step description differently, “with great agility
and spring for a man of 77, throwing out his legs further and therefore
higher than usual and keeping them very nearly straight, though quiie
fiexible, hip joints weonderfully leoose.”

Keith Chandler has found material that suggests that major differences
petween Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire morris were recognised by
contemporaries. Whether this was in dance structure or performnace siyie is
unknown.

Sharp has collected a number of “Shepherd Hey" clappings. “None So Fretty"
fo

came from Fieldtown. A suggestion for an interpretation is tc use the Kone
So Pretty formula but touching one’s opposite, not cneseif, in bars 1-2.

© 1280 R L Dommett



