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SOCIAL BACKGROUND TO THE COTSWOLD MORRIS

There is always an interest in the social conditions under which the traditional
Cotswold morris existed, albeit in the 19th century through decline from 1840
onwards. This booklet has been out of print for some time but amongst other
things puts the morris into its context. It has a few inaccuracies on the morris
which can be covered by studying Keith Chandler's books for dates for the actual
persistence of the traditions, but otherwise it is a valuable adjunct and helps to
show how different conditions really were and what a social gulf there is to
today. It was inspirational to my first conference paper on how the morris ran
into the 20th century.

Yours

DA
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Mary Fielding, conversation, 30 March 1986; Mrs Kate Thorpe, recorded
interview, 13 February 1986.

EvJ , 26 May 1951, p.10.

EvJ , 11 June 1955, p.5.

Ibid.

Mary Fielding, conversation, 30 March 1986.

Mrs Kate Thorpe, recorded interview, 13 February 1986.

See Local Studies , by children of Mrs Thorpe's class, St James School
(Chipping Campden, 1985) edited by Craig Fees (available Gloucestershire
Record Office and Campden Library). 1881 statistics compiled from 1881
census and admissions registers; 1985 statistics compiled by the children.
At the time of the 1901 census there were 1,542 people in Campden.

See Ashbee Journals , September 1919, Alec Miller to C. R. Ashbee; 19
October 1919, W. Huyshe to Janet Ashbee. The battle was waged in public:
see EvJ , 22 March 1919, p.8; 29 March 1919, p.7; 5 April 1919, p.8.

H. J. Massingham, who 1lived in the Campden area in 1930-1931 wrote
extensively of this invasion in the inter-war period, but novhere with more

specific relevance than in A Countryman's Journal (London: Chapman and
Hall, 1939).

EvJ , 29 September 1983, p.l.

This may be overlooking the factor of the novelty of the event. One does
see a logic of spectacle emerging over the three years, a sense of
story-line as the organisers become more familiar and perhaps more
confident with the custom. Had the fete continued, they may well have
constructed a more theatrically coherent event than is apparent in 1895.

I offer this tentatively, knowing that more detailed studies of the
1895-1897 fetes, fin de siecle Campden, and local culture generally may
overturn all or part of this thesis.

Refer to my dissertation (see note 4, above); Peter L. Berger, Brigitte
Berger, Hansfried Kellner, The Homeless Mind (Hammondsworth: Penguin,
1974); Andrew Pearse, 'Metropolis and Peasant: The Expansion of the Urban-
Industrial Complex and the Changing Rural Structure’, in Peasants and
Peasant Societies , edited by Teodor Shanin (Hammondsworth: Penguin, 1971),
pp.69-80.
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CUSTOM IN CONFLICT: THE MORRIS DANCE IN THE SHREWSBURY AND

IRONBRIDGE AREA OF SHROPSHIRE

GORDON ASHMAN

I must begin with an explanation of the title of my paper, a point

which many of you will no doubt feel bodes ill for what is to come.

After all, if something as simple and straightforward as the name

of the paper requires explanation, you may even now be asking

uired for the meat of the paper. The

yourselves, what will be req
system

I hope, is nothing other than a powerful digestive

answer,
from other men's

and the ability to make a feast of the scraps

at the end of the paper, you have metaphoric morris

tables and if,
indigestion, the fault will be entirely mine.

I would have liked to entitle what I am about to say: '‘Custom 1n

Conflict in Coalbrookdale'. Had I done so, I am sure that many of

you would reasonably have concluded that I was going to discuss

happenings in a tiny Shropshire village; a little place that time

has left stranded in that collection of roundabouts and traffic
islands called Telford New Town. Any recent
Coalbrookdale to be just that; a part of modern Ironbridge.

map shows

If, however, you had asked any reasonably lettered man or woman the

‘Where or what is Coalbrookdale?', some little time ago,

question:-
lbert in 1837 woul?

the short answer, quoted perhaps from Charles Hu

have been:- 'Why, the most extraordinary district in the world'.

Looking _at de Loutherbourg's 1801 painting of 'Coalbrookdale by

Night' where Moloch, in the form of the Industrial Revolution,

it is not hard to see why everyone held this view.
one

was being built,

Incidentally, the painting depicts the Bedlam Furnaces, some
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and a half miles from present day Coalbrookdale and if we return to
Hulbert's remarkable book, we find that his description of

Coalbrookdale covers a very large area.

that remarkable
Colliery

4
Hulbert called it 'the coal district’ and
folklorist Charlotte Burne called 1its people 'the

I include Shrewsbury in the area of my study not
law as well as

folk'. just
because it is the county town, and thus provided

administration and some finance for the colliery district, but also

because that elegant town was almost a coalfield town, coal being

mined at Meole Brace only two miles from the centre of Shrewsbury.

In short then, we have an area wherein great change took place in a
relatl?ely short time. Nothing in the world was ever quite the same

after Abraham Darby successfully smelted iron with coal instead of

charcoal and set in train the Industrial Revolution. The time it

took to forge a billet of iron replaced the time it took corn to

grow as the Coalbrookdale man's clock. Old ways came into
‘Customs in

conflict

with the new, the morris dance no less than many other

Conflict'.

Before getting down to the substance of the paper, it remains only

to define 'Custom' and 'Conflict'. Conflict, I trust will not bring
us to blows since it is simply from the Latin fligere , to strike.
Custom may be a different matter, since the word has many meanings
for many men. For my purposes, I will use the definition given by

that fine parson of the little Shropshire village of Myddle,

Richard Gough, who in 1700 wrote thus:

Custome is a law or right, not written, which
being established by long use and the consent
of our ancgstors, hath been and is dayly

practised.

I hope to show later why these elements of long use, consent and

frequent observance are so important.



Having, at long last, explained the title of my paper, I ~an now
get down to the heart of the matter. Any study of -the morris
danced in this area must begin with Dr Cawte's masterly article

which appeared in the Journal of the English Folk Dance and Song

Society nearly a quarter of a century ago. ’ I feel certain that
anyone who has researched this part of the world will agree with me
when I say that he did an exceedingly thorough job and, in terms of
documentary information, he left very little for those of us
following in his footsteps. We should not, however, despair. As I
shall later show, there is still vital documentary evidence to be
found. Oral sources offer a wealth of material and, most
importantly of all, old sources can be re-examined in the light of
present day understanding of history and historical processes.

In a paper of this length, it will not be possible to review every
early quotation and so one of the things I propose to do today is
to examine a few key references in the hope that you will be
stimulated, as I have been, to question commonly accepted views or

to try to look at them with a fresh and open mind.

Let us take one of the earliest known references to the morris
dance in England as well as our area of study. At the Visitation
of the Parish of St Mary's, Shrewsbury in 1584, it was asked by the
Oofficial:

Whether there have bene any lords of mysrule

or somer lords or ladies, or any disguiseé
per?ons, as morice dauncers, maskers, or
mum'ers, or such lyke, within the parishe

ether in the nativititide or in som'er, o aé
any other tyme, and what be their names?

Dr Cawte cites this question and goes on to state: 'This does not
prove that the morris dancers appeared, but it is interesting that
summer and Christmas were expected to be their special seasons'.
True, but what I find even more interesting is the fact that the
population of Shrewsbury at this time was about 6,000. I live in
a small Shropshire settlement, still referred to by all who live

there as 'The Village', despite the fact that there are now some
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6,000 inhabitants. It is the size of Shrewsbury in 1584 and yet.

when I walk down the village street, I know, in the sense of

exchanging greetings, at least six people out of ten and recognisc

ninety-five out of a hundred. were anything as outlandish as

‘morice dauncers, maskers, Or mum'ers' to appear I would most

To understand why the Official asked what was

certainly know itl!
we need to know something of

surely a purely rhetorical question,
the man and the times in which he lived.
'John'Tomkiss... was renowned as a ‘painful preacher", writes
his History of Shropshire . English
for the self-described ‘Her Majesty's
with decided anti-Roman views

Barrie Trinder in

understatement at its best,

Stipendiary Minister of St. Mary's...
Church order and doctrine...', had been

on all points of
be it ever so painful, the ways of the people

appointed to reform,

of Shrewsbury.

His position as public preacher was one of great power but, despite
this, he was not always successful in his endeavours to put down

papist practices. In 1589

... great disturbances were in the town,

occasioned by the setting up May-poles, and
making bonfires, before the Shearmens-Hall,
and in other places. Mr. Tomkies, Minister of
st. Mary's, and public Preacher, appeared
among the people, and endeavoured to dissuade
them against such proceedings: but he was
ill-used by the populace, and the disturbances
increased, until thelgailiffs interfered and
put a stop to them.

ere for, two years later, the young men of

The matter did not end th
‘,..this green tree before their hall

the Shearmens' Company set up
door as of many Yyears pefore
: committed to prison and indicted.
months later before the Recorder when
disobedience' and Mr

had been accustomed', and were

promptly arrested, They came toO
‘., . .upon

trial nearly three
their submission, they were quit for their
*...the usual tree shall be used as

Sergeant Owen determined that
order, without

heretofore, so it be done civilly and in loving
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13
contention'.

I could, but will not, spend the rest of this session cataloguin

the conflict between John Tomkies and his parishioners' cuc:ous. ?
have tried to give something of the feeling of these times ~but

unless you can bring to mind the smell of burning human flesh an;
remember how close in time were these events to Cranmer, Latimer
and Ridley, you will not understand the intensity of feeling the
Reformation aroused.

If we now return to the question Tomkies asked in 1584 in the light
of what I have just said and, if we remember that the year Dbefore
Tomkies asked his question about morris. dancers, Stubbes' diatribe
against many customs English i i i

g men regarde?4as their birthright - The

Anatomie of Abuses - had been printed, I think you might like

me, see the question in a new light. 1Indeed, you may well conclude
that far from being even a rhetorical question, it was actually a
statement that such things as 'lords of mysrule...or morice
dauncers...or such lyke' would not be tolerated, at least by the
Preacher of St Mary's. I feel sure that had morris dancers
appeared in the streets of Shrewsbury, they would have heard the
s?arp tongue of the Reverend Mr Tomkys M.A., and would have had all
his reforming zeal brought to bear upon them. Had this been done, I
am convinced that it would have been recorded by Shrewsbury's ea;ly

historians.

I therefore conclude that rather than being evidence that morris
dancers may have performed in Shrewsbury in the late sixteenth
century, the Visitation question makes that possibility seem
somewhat unlikely.

The disapproval, or even attempted putting-down of a custom has
soTetimes backfired in the face of the would-be suppres-o;. I
thnk it very unlikely that we would have any inkling of how the
inhabitants of a tiny Shropshire hamlet spent their Sundays in the
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seventeenth century, had not their recorder been preoccupied with

sin, and thus in conflict with local custom.

Let us come forward in time, roughly fifty years, to see the

villagers of Eaton Constantine. We see them through the eyes of

another zealous preacher, the celebrated divine, Richard Baxter.

Whilst many of us would have had troubled souls had we lived

Baxter's loathing of the

through the horrors of the Civil War,
exceeded all reason.

pleasures and pastimes of his fellows often

In his autobiography, Baxter begins by writing of the
High Ercall and Eaton Constantine

incompetence

of the local clergy (in the
area), and goes on to describe how Sunday was spent in his youth in

about 1627:

In the village where I lived the reader read
the Common Prayer briefly, and the rest of the
day even till dark night almost, except
eating-time, was spent in dancing under a
maypole and a great tree not far from my
father's door, where all the town did meet
together. And though one of my father's own

tenants was the piper, he could not restrain
him nor break the sport. So that we could not
the

read the Scripture in our family without
great disturbance of Ege tabor and pipe
noise in the street.

and

Elsewhere he records with an even greater sense of outrage:

...and we could not on the Lord's day, either
read a Chapter, or Pray, or sing a Psalm, or
Chatechise or instruct a Servant, but with the
noise of the Pipe and Taber, and the wWhootings
in the Street continually in our Ears; And
even among a tractable people, we were the
common Scorn of all the Rabble in the Streets.
..And sometimes the Morrice-Dancers would come
into the Church, in all their Linnen and
Scarfs and Antick Dresses, with the
Morrice-bells jingling at their leggs. And as
soon as the Common Prayer was read,lgid haste
out presently to their Play again.

We can find a hint as to the reason for his detestation of the

dancers in the following extract from the Reliquiae Baxterianae ,

since in his youth:
141
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Many times my mind was inclined to be among

them.. and sometimes I broke loose from
conscience and joined with them; and the more
I did it the more I was inclined to it. But

when I heard them call my father Puritan it
did much to cure me and alienate me from them. 17

We might also be indebted to indigestion for Baxter's aéidulous
view of life since he tells us that:

I was much addicted to the exc i
glut;onous.eating of apples and pears; e::i!:
I think laid the foundation of that imbecility
and_flatulency of my stomack w?éch caused the
bodily calamities of my life.

A well man might have begn more charitably disposed to his fellows

and we might not have such a fine description of village life.

We need to remember the terrible times Baxter had lived through.
They had killed a king, brother had killed brother, the
Witchfinder-General had stalked the land, and morris dancing was
not merely an idle pursuit, but the damning evidence of a soul
lost. Had Baxter not felt as he did, we would surely not have such
? marvellous description of the classic, archetypal, dare I but say
it, 'Cotswold' morris dance in the heart of the ‘'Border' area.
I would like now to consider slightly different forms of conflict.
The first is a conflict of evidence and it leads to what is, I
suppose, the classic form of conflict in our field of study: that

between the squirearchy and the morris dancer, even in dea....

It begins innocently enough with a nice 1little snippet about
spirited old lady:

a

In the churchyard of Willey i
y is a gravestone
dated 1756, to a Margery Brider, aged 113:

'who danceg with the Morris-d
oo aan ?g ancers the year

As Dr Cawte points out, thgée are parallels with the account of the
old men of Herefordshire.
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In following up this reference, I came across an item in a parish
register concerning the lady. The cynical among you will conclude
that it positively confirms that she was a morris dancer since the
entry for 20 July 1701 notes that on 8 July, Margery Symons (alias
Bridder)., had given birth to a basg?rd son Joseph, and blamed it on
one Thomas Pritchard, a vagabond. The next task was to visit
the churchyard to see the gravestone but, long before I got there I
felt uneasy. In this tiny hamlet is Willey Old Hall. Not far away.
is the magnificént seat of Lord Forester, Willey Park. Close by is
the tiny, old church held by the Weld-Forester family for some 400

years.

I was not in the least surprised when 1 was unable to find Margery
Brider's tombstone, neither did it shake me to discover from the
Parish Register that there had been no burials at all at Willey
between 1754 and 1758. Wwhat would really have surprised me
would have been to see the lords of the Manor of Willey permitting’
such an immoral individual to be buried in their personal

churchyard.

Margergasimmons was buried some way from Willey on 17 January
1756. Her remains are to be found somewhere in Barrow
Churchyard. No stone marks the spot and it reminds me very forcibly
of the need for researcﬁers, wherever possible, not to accept even
apparently sound evidence without walking the ground and attempting

to u-Jderstand the place and its people.

I suggested a little earlier that vital documentary information was
still to be found, even today. We come to such a find and I hope I
can do two things at this point. The first is to communicate the
excitement I felt on first reading this document and the second and
much more important point is to make clear my debt to Keith
Chandler who passed the cutting to me and Mike Heaney who found it
in Henry Ellis's personal copy of Brand's Antiquities . It ‘must be

very tempting to hug such a find to your chest, at least for a
while, but their generosity must already be known to many of you.
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It is such a splendid piece of information, packed with fact
fact about living and working conditions and attitudes to working

men as well as the most marvellous description of morris

from a period about which we know very little that I give

in full.
QUEEN SQUARE.- MORRIS DANCERS.- John Cadman, Rowland
Fowler, William Fowler, Edward Herbert, and five otnhers,
were brought before the Magistrate by Benjamin P.
Capper, Esq. of the Alien-office, under the following

circumstances: -

It appeared from the statement of Mr. Capper, that these
nine men, were decked out in all the colours of the
rainbow, by means of ribands of various colours, white,
red, and yellow paper round the edges of their hats, to
imititate silver and gold lace, and other absurd
imitations of finery, made their appearance before the
doors and windows of the Alien-office, in Crown-street,
Westminster, between 1 and 2 o'clock in the afternoon;
one of them bearing in his hand a tambarine, and the
others with sticks in theirs, and began dancing in their
usual grotesque way. In a few minutes a great crowd was
collected, and Mr. C. having heard or read of some
morris-dancers who had annoyed different neighbourhoods
about town, thought, as they were so near the office, it
would be right they should see the inside of it, and
hear what the Magistrate would say to them.

Mr. FIELDING told them they had committed a great breach
of the law in thus arraying themselves, that they were
amenable as vagrants, and as such liable to be sent to
prison.

He observed that on a paper in front of one of their
hats was written "Colliers from Shropshire;" it would
greive [sic) him, he said, particularly at the present
moment, to deprive the harvest, which is fast
approaching, of the exertions of nine such stout, young
active lads as they appeared to be; but he must do his
duty, and, however painful to his feelings, put the . law

in force unless they would solemnly promise him, upon’

their word of honour, that they would leave the town
immediately by two different routes, five in one party
and four in the other. This they very readily promised
to do. Mr. F. then asked them what money they had about
them? They instantly emptied their pockets, and their
whole store was found to amount to about 2s. in
halfpence. He then asked them how much they had earned
a day since they arrived in town: they answered, never
more than 2s. a day each.

Mr. F. also informed them they must immediately disrobe
themselves of all their fantastic finery, give up their
"spirit-stirring-drum,* with all their other implements
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dancers
it here

ahasid

of morris-dancing mystery; of all which' they
immediately divested themselves, and they were given in

charge to the officer present.

they
Thus restored to a state of natural appearance,
looked like what they really were, stout, well-made, and
some of them rather handsome young men.

Mr. Fielding then informed them they must leave the town
this day, and must endeavour to obtain employment at the

first place where they could any of them meet with it;
and those who could not get it must make the bes; ?f
an n

their way in search of it in some other place:
order to make them somewhat more easy, in once more
turning their faces towards their native county, he
would (not doubting but they would keep their words
which they had pledged) order them to be paid
half-a-crown each to cheer them on their way.

. N also advised them to be very cautigusl in
:;eigoﬁgggggt, and by no means to attempt taking up
again, as they passed along, the mystery Fhey had just
laid down; for if it came under the cognizance of any
of the country Magistrates, they would @ost assu;edly be
sent to prison. The Clerk was then desired to give them
half-a-crown each, and they departed, . after very
respectfully returning the Magist;atesthexr thanks for
the kind treatment they had met with.

I literally could not sleep on the night after I received that

My mind was simply whirling round at all the information,
Suddenly the origins of
dancer Dbecame

cutting.
implications and new questions it raised.
the strips of cloth or paper on a Shropshire Morris
clearer. The tambourine, used in living memory in my
long antecedents. The dancers were such a 1cnq
they gone there? Why were the
There

area, had
way from

Shropshire. How and why had

Magistrates so lenient in their treatment of the miscreants?

is no mention of the blackened faces which later accounts mention.

There are many more questions and comments to make but, given the

I would like to put before you just a few of

constraints of time,
the ideas that come welling up.

recently, the
lifetime

We have been conditioned in the belief that, wuntil

rural population of England was born, grew up,

and died, never having travelled more than a day's
Just how false 1is this belief is shown
the

worked a
walk from the

parish of their birth.
above, but I am sure it will surprise many of you to know that

Shropshire colliers were doing no more than following their sisters
145
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and sweethearts to London.

By 1817 the annual expedition to London

b}' Shropshire p’t g]r]s was well established and its purpose was

nothin
g s> soft or effete as morris dancing. The girls f
rom the

Ketle ic
Y P banks went to carry the strawberry harvest from th
e

A year before th
ese events, the post-Napoleonic war Aapression

refched its height in Shropshire. Only ten
thirty-fcur furnaces were in blast

of Coalbrookdale'a

The few colliers who were

for 1s-64. Tw i i
o shillings a day for morris dancing suddenly takes on

a ifferen perspective. u n Y g ltural
'
d f t tiv In June 1817 the monthl agricu a

report for Salop mentioned: ...the uncommon dr Ought of last

month...2ll lenten crops and seeds were at a stand...Some wheats...

have ent).'ely P . was Y
T erished It a fine to be told b t
1 he
Magxstrate to find work harvesting but there must
somethxng to harvest.

needs be

Perh i i
aps the colliers gained from hard-working reputations

. . . s :
b their Shropshire sisters, who ha reput ions of rking u il
Y P d utatio wO 1 nt
2
Barnes. ”aybe the "\agls"-tates. mindful of the ge“elal

une; lcyu\e wh P Y
mp nt ich had led to the Spa Fields Riots onl a few

months earlier, wer i
e simply trying to red
et uce quietly the
miph on of a ragged and potentially rebellious element which
ght be added to the thousands of destitutes on h ;
London. o

streets of

As I suggested earlier, these are but a few of the

this marvellous reference opens up

points which
The names of the d

e ' e danwis’ must

up Not an easy task, but an intriguing one since th

e

name Cadman,
n, unusual perhaps to those of you not from Shropshi
shire,
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-Wellington—Oakengates area and, indeed,
of religious tracts at

was common in the Ketley
was used by Mrs Cameron, a prominent writer
the time, as the name of the hard-drinking. bull-baiting6 wife-

abusing, pitman anti-hero in her novel, oakengates Wake -

In short, the reference pPOs€©s at least as many new questions as it

pbut should give heart to any researcher who has

provides answers,
w to be found in their field:.

pbeen told that there is nothing ne

Now to turn to an internal form of conflict: that is, one within

and one from which some of you may gain. I am sure all of you

ml
must have known the dreadful experience of visiting
devoting a day, 2 week, 2

to ploughing painstakingly through record books in épidery
writing (whence. 1 wonder, came this myth that our forebears wrote

mmaculate copperplate) or hacking your way through 2 year of
padly scratched microfilm, of course) only

your county

Record Office or local studies library.

month,

in i
your 1ocal newspaper (on
to find......absolutely nothing.

I had certainly rezched the point early last year when 1 was

prepared to admit defeat in poth my primary.

work as well as my gecondary area. morris dancing.
£ the most turgid literature kxnown toO
of the

nhistorical field of
1 had spent

ages working through some O
man. Not only that, much of it had been written DY some
ous creatures ever to put pen to paper: 1 had

most smug and pomp
types of calendar OT popular

spent months looking for certain

custom and was pitterly disappointe
that what is not there is of

d not to have found them. 1 had

to rediscover the lesson ten almost as

important as what is there. To a soldier entering an area it may

‘be a matter of life or death to know that it has not been mined oOr

iting for him. I had in the past

that there are not enemy tanks wa
was

thering such information. It

spent much of my working life ga
NHamascus that my

road to pawley rather than

probably on the
realised that I had been

n took place- 1 suddenly
subject of my research with

conversio
investing the a quite unmerited

mystique.
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Applying what I had learnt in military intelligence gathering to
morris dancing gave a new perspective to the hours spent with sa
'An Honest Penny is Worth a Silver Shilling' 3 or the days spe:;
::e::l;::c::::' Thg Pzzt:::ous Pieces of the late Rev. John William
. . aeons of narcolepsy spent with the
diaries of the ladies who were described by an enthusiastic writer

on the family as "....those frightful Darby women"

If those who had spent a lifetime cataloguing the major and minor
sins of the miners of Madeley and I shall go on to give you a few
examples, had failed to mention morris dancing, theu we may
reasonably infer that there was not much of it about. Consider for
a moment Fletcher's list of sins to be avoided:

.+..taking the Lord's name in vain..
b;eak1ng, uncleanness, drunkenne;:abba§:
txpp}ing, or going into a public house or
staying without necessity; fightin
quarreling; brawling...attendance at ballg'
plays, races, cockflghtxngs and bull baxtxngs'
gaming; song singing; needless 1ndu§ ence:
putting on gaudy and costly apparel... E

Surely if he had seen any morris dancing, combining as it does so
many of the foregoing sins, Fletcher would have condemned it with

all the others. Incidentally, the quotation shows how well
Fletcher knew the area and the men, since he condemns ' going
into a public house and staying without necessity'. I think he

recognises the need to slake a thirst, but knows that under the
charter-master system (sub-contracting of labour), th; men were
invariably paid in the pub.

A decade later he was still condemning theatrical performances

annual wakes, horse racing, cock fighting, man fighting and dol
fighting, and his opposition to bull baiting was such that thg
radeley Wood colliers were intent on setting their dogé on hi;
instead of the bull.

Fletcher had no doubt as to why the miners of his parish were so

sinful as he noted that: 'They plead for the old customs: they will

do as their fathers did, though ever so contrary to the word of

God.'

My notes and records are full of such invective from the pens of

many men and women recording life in the colliery district over

some two hundred years, and yet the mentions of morris dancing are
few and far between. The lesson which I had to relearn, and which
I hope will save some of you from the anguish I felt when hours of
drudgery failed to reveal what I hoped to find, 1is that negative
information may be hearly as important as the positive when you are
trying to establish quantitatively, the part morris dancing played

in the lives of earlier communities.

Let me now talk very briefly about what many people would consider

to be the essential characteristic of the morris dance in the area

under examination. 'You're not a morr%g dancer without a black

Cawte. Come with me in your
perform.

face', an old man told Dr
imagination to a day out with the morris side in which I

our black faces fascinate the watchers and 1 can guarantee they

will ask: 'Why do you have black faces?' The answer, of course, is:
‘It's traditional', and is immediately followed by the corollary:
a bit of information I find

to adopt

‘We've done it for hundreds of years'
quite breathtaking since I personally persuaded the side
the custom less than six years ago. Please for the moment keep that

in mind whilst we go back to some early references.

Consider the ones I have already mentioned. Consider Baxter's or

Fletcher's howls of outrage or the cynical reportage of The Times
I am certain that had they seen blackened faces, this
Indeed, try as I

much before the

reporter.
would have been noted in no uncertain terms.

might, I have found no references to blacking up

middle of the nineteenth century.
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Trying to set blacking up in the context of the period, I cannot
Black

to protect the deer on

say I am surprised, since for much of this time, the Waltham

Act was in force. Originally passed
landed estates, the Act became a catch-all, and E.P.
his book Whigs

(which coul@ be as simple as taking up a st%gk), and/or blacking

Thompson, in

and Hunters , suggests that eventually, arming

the face might constitute capital offences. No wonder there are

no mentions of black-faced morris dancers, though almost any year
in the late eighteenth to mid nineteenth century will provide
newspaper reports of robbers or thieves or Luddites ‘with blackened
faces® at work.
I can find no references to bereve  the

genuine blacking up

popularity of the minstrel show swept the country in a wave after
one of the earliest Delineators', Thomas Rice took
London by 1836. A

correspondent in Shropshire Notes and Queries in 1885 who seems to

‘Ethiopian

storm with his 'Jim Crow' act in

know morris dancing quite well notes that: 'The blacking of the

faces is perhaps modern, and detracts to some extent from the dance

(performance I was going to write).* A later writer
to Bye-Gones gives us another clue to the origins of the black

faces when he mentions morris dancers in Shrewsbury in 1855 as

...frozen-out bricklayers, under the
directorship of an old army pensioner named
Fitzpatrick, who ...used to represent the
Black Prince at Shrewsbury Shows.

The Black Prince of the Shrewsbury Shows seems not to have been . a
depiction of the eldest son of King Edward III who died in 1376,
called the Black Prince either because of the colour of his armour,
or more likely, his foul Angevin temper, but rather, as seen by ‘A
Lover of Shropshire' who wrote to Shropshire Notes and Queries in
1885,' ..."The Black Prince"
as a nigger'. 42

personated by a morris-dancer got up
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I have found several more examples which tend to confirm the late
arrival on the scene of blacking up, and the most
sources from the Broseley/Much Wenlock area, that is,

families of dancers from the last 'genuine' side of morris dancers,

important oral
dancers and
believe that the late nineteenth and century
dancers borrowed heavily from the nigger minstrels. This

to be confirmed by the C part of the tune collected in Broseley by

early twegtieth
seems

Dr Cawte. A bit of doggerel was a feature of the dance in this area

and this one goes:

There was a little nigger, and he grew no
bigger

So they put him in the Wild West Show.

He tumbled through the window and he broke his
little finger, 44

And he couldn't play’ the old banjo.

I begin to move towards a close. A number of writers have
identified certain common elements in the morris dance of the area
I have examined, as well as the Welsh Border counties at large, but

I feel a major factor has been neglected. Indeed I would go so far
as to say that the primary, driving force of the
I move briefly out of the area to

sure, be here but for the

dance in recent

times has been largely ignored.
make a point. We would not, I am
pioneering work of Cecil Sharp. Equally, I am almost certain that
most of us are aware that his interest in the dance form that seems
morris dancers

that he saw

to occupy much of our lives sprang from seeing the
at Headington in 1899. But how many of us are aware
them on Boxing Day '...at the wrong time of year, 2§cause they were

out of work, and wanted to turn an honest penny'.

In Coalbrookdale, once we move into the period of the Industrial
Revolution, many of the references are effectively a recital of the
hardness of the living conditions of the times. I have prepared a
l1ist of some of them and quote them briefly now, reminding you that
they begin with the Shropshire collier driven to seek some means of

earning money in London':
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The Morris-dancers
Whitsuntide, and of
from the spectators.

round
expected a

came
course

about
dole

John Randall, Monthly Illustrated Journal , Madeley, December
p-27 [Writing of his youth, born 1810]

I can recollect seeing Morris dancers in the

streets of Shrewsbury between thirty and forty

years ago, but I think they were only men out

:f :ork who adopted that method of soliciting
ms.

W. 0. Bye-Gones , 15 September 1886, p-119.

In the winte; of 1855 I witnessed a similar
performance in the Market Square at Shrewsbury

...the dramatis personae were f -

bricklayers... rozen-out
T. Caswell, Bye-Gones , 24 May 1911, p.6l1.

About twelve years ago it was customary for

mummers or Morris dancers, from Newport to

: : °
into the aurroyndxng countryside at Christmag,
and act a version of the history of St. George
and the Dragon...the Clown presents "the small

dripying pan," which is a long tin ladle, to
receive money in'.
Wildmoor, Salopian Shreds and Patches, 31 December 1884,

[ Wildmoor was a pseudonym used by Charlotte Burne ].

I saw the dancing carried out at
about ten or twelve years ago,
January, or thereabouts. The men forming the
company were supposed to Dbe bricklayers
thrown out of work by the continued severit}
of the frost. The avowed object of the
performers was to collect contributions
towards their support, until the frosty
weather gave way and they were able to resume
wotk..:after every good collection, these
necessitous workmen beat a hasty retreat to
the nearest public-house, before resuming
operations in some other street. The practice
was, I believe, kept up for many days.

. Shrewsbury,
in the month of

S.M.M. Shropshire Notes and Queries, No. 189, 12 June 1885
’
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1879,

p-12.

p.60.

e

The last specimen of morrice dancing seen by
me in Shrewsbury was during the hard winter of
1878-9, when about a dozen unemployed men
performed a morrice dance through the streets

of Shrewsbury to excite the sympathy of the
benevolent.
Greg., Shropshire Notes and Queries , No. 191, 19 June 1885, p.61.
thing in hard winters for

It is a common
frozen-out bricklayers and quarrymen to get up
a morris-dancing party. and dance in the
streets of the neighbouring towns and villages
to collect money. The hard winters Dbetween
1878 and 1881 brought many such parties into
the various towns.

Charlotte Sophia Burne, Shropshire Folk-Lore , London, 1886, p.-477.

A party who danced in the street at Newport in
the hard winter of 1878-79, also sang...they
were said to come from Madeley.

Burne, p.479, footnote 1.

need hardly

With the cold of last month fresh in your minds, I

remind you of how cruel an English winter can be. As well as

telling us of the hardness of both the winters in the late 1870s

and early 1880s, and the lives of many working men, the above

extracts tell us something about the dancers. There are few

surprises as to which trades fell on bad times. Bricklayers, of
to be laid-off when the weather

course, were always the first

turned bad and, as soon as the frosts came, YOu could no longer
quarry stone. Miners have always bottomed out with the economy.
These trades have a strong group or team working pasis and this
surely accounts for the repeated references to bricklayers,
quarrymen and miners in the reports I have found.

There is one curious point. The conflict which has formed the
theme of my paper is strangely absent in this area, Or rather, if
there is a conflict, it is with what seems to have been the case in
the rest of the country. I am sure <*hat all of you who have
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researched traditional dancing in Victorian times would confirm

that the most fruitful sources of information are the condemnatory

reports to be found in local newspapers oOr the proceedings of

magistrates courts. Go as far as you can from Shropshire

and you
will find items such as:

The town was completely overrun on Plough
Monday, by numbers of men and boys facetiously
miscalling themselves plough ‘witches'. Dirty
faces seemed to be the premier qualification,
combined with the necessary share of
impudence. On the following day the same
parties enveloped in - straw whisps and
denominating themselves Straw Bears (l) levied
black mail with intolerable impartiality on
the inhabitants. Customs 1like these it
appears to us would be more hoggured in the
breech than in the observance.

Collectively, I have no doubt you could produce a book of :inzflar
reports from the places between Shropshire and Whittlesey but I can

Afind»virtually nothing of that nature; something I find very
strange. The Shrewsbury papers are ready to condemn almost
other custom. Can it be that polite society felt sympathy for

those thrown out of work by the bad weather or the hardness of the

every

times? Can it be that the dancers pleaded custom, as did the
Shearmen in 1591, and does this give us a hint as to why my fellow-
dancets describe a six-year-old practice as being hundreds of
years old'? Intriguing questions to which we will probably
find answers, and there is one last aspect of the ‘morris

never

dancing
mystery' which is a very closely guarded secret.

Dance in the streets of Shropshire's former pit villages now and
you will often meet those who remember their fathers
dancing in the 1920s and 1930s. They remember, that

reminded by a mother or sister that it was

and uncles
is, until
regarded as little
better than cadging, and suddenly memory fades. Few will tell,

did one of the pre-War Much Wenlock side, of leaxing school
‘a bit of poaching and a bit of morris dancing’

as
to do

and so both the
identity and the number of dancers remains largely hidden.
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IRISH TRADITIONAL STEP-DANCE IN CORK

CATHERINE FOLEY

To discuss Irish traditional step-dance in Cork a brief résumé of
the major dance forms of this dance type is necessary. Of these,
there are four categories, namely: the reel, 3Jjig, hornpipe and
slip-jig. Other minor divisions in these categories include the.
light-jig, single-jig and solo set-dances. However, all the above
mentioned step-dances may be divided further into two broader
categories: the light-shoe and the hard-shoe dances.

The Light-Shoe Dances

Soft, black, laced pumps, similar to ballet shoes, are worn for
the reel, slip-jig, light-jig and single-jig and are therefore
known as the light-shoe-dances . These dances, with the exception

of the reel, are performed by females only. However, young boys
2tve sometimes allowed to learn the slip-jig with the intention of
them acquiring a grace of movement. This step-dance is revered as
the most graceful of all Irish dances. It is in 8 time and,
similar to the light-jig and single-jig, is related musically to
the jig.

The reel, believed to be of Scottish origin, is in 4 4 time and is
performed by both sexes. However, though it may be performed with
either soft or heavy shoes, it is more generally regarded as a
light-shoe-dance .

The Hard-Shoe Dances

The hornpipe, jig and solo set-dances are the hard-shoe-dances .




