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Revisiting the Minneapolis-on-Mississippi
Dance Tradition

James C. Brickwedde, creator

Last November (1995), the Bells of the North Morris dancers asked
me to return for an evening to teach their more recent members the
dance Bedmaking, the only remaining Minneapolis-on-Mississippi
dance in their repertoire. The evening was thoroughly enjoyable on
several levels, one of which was a solid-paced evening of quality
dancing. Another was to work directly again, after a long absence,
with a dance tradition I had nursed into creation. This revisit to an
old creation raised many questions visible only with time and dis-
tance, and provided the opportunity for reflection. Then came the
issue of the American Morris Newsletter (Vol 18, No 3) with Richard
Gregson’s article “On the ‘Remembrance’ of the New Morris and
Development of a Sense of Place.” Richard is an old friend I haven’t
had a chance to visit since 1989. His article helped to focus ideas that
had been floating in the back of my brain since November. In that
article Richard wrote, “It often seems that new morris dances are
abandoned or forgotten, not because they are not good dances, but
because somehow they don’t ‘matter’ as much as the old ones.”

He also talks about how “a fundamental part of the process of
entertaining is to grasp the imagination of the audience ... to tell
them a story.” The problem many newly made dances suffer, Greg-
son postulates, is that the dances lack a place and a story, sustainable
over a period of time, that the dancers can convey to their audiences;
thus the dances fade into oblivion. These ideas triggered a chord.
They were ideas that were partially behind the creation of the Minne-
apolis-on-Mississippi dances 17 years ago, and they make a context in
which to regard the longevity of the Minneapolis tradition.

CoNTEXT & BACKGROUND

The details that outline the creation process of the Minneapolis-on-
Mississippi dances were described in two articles in the AMN, Vol 6,
No 2, July 1982 and Vol 6 No 3, October 1982, including four dance
descriptions and details of distinctive figures. For those of you who
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do not have such longevity with the newsletter, let me provide a
quick synopsis of the tradition’s origins.

The Minneapolis-on-Mississippi dance tradition was created for
the Bells of the North Morris dancers during the period from 1980 to
1982. It was an effort to create not just single new dances, but a dis-
tinctive “village” dance style as well. In the period of the late *70s and
early ’80s, all the new American morris dances were single entities,
performed within the style of existing English “village traditions”
such as Kingsessing’s Mister Softee, done as a Bledington dance, or
Ring O’ Bells’ Oh Susannah, performed as a Brackley dance. I am
aware of three other attempts at creating a “traditional” dance style
and a full repertoire of dances during the 1980s and early ’9o0s: Mid-
night Capers’ Kingsbury Branch, created by Larry Becker in Vermont
(early ’80s), Elm City, created by Rick Mohr for New Haven Morris &
Sword in Connecticut (mid- to late ’80s), and Uptown-on-Calhoun,
created by Dave Siebert for the team of the same name in Minnesota
(early ’90s).

The interest in creating a distinctive repertoire with a “tradi-
tional” local style was buoyed by the fact that Minnesota in 1980 was
remote in terms of the morris community. Being creative outside the
at-large morris community was actually an incentive, as we had no
one looking over our shoulders and “tsk tsking” as was wont in those
more formative days of American morris; one did not stray too far
from Bacon’s book and there was a greater concern for what was “right.”

Readers need to remember that Minnesota has one of the oldest
continuing morris sides in North America, Minnesota Traditional
Morris formed in 1974. MTM was itself an outgrowth of the Chicago
Morris Dancers formed in 1969. It had developed in isolation from
much of the American morris scene. Its style was idiosyncratic. With
MTM’s arrival at the Marlboro Morris Ale in 1979, we discovered
how idiosyncratic we were, yet a distinctive pride grew as a result and
we realized that it was okay to keep the unique, at the same time rec-
ognizing the need to improve technique. For instance, the side had,
through the work of its foreman Ed Stern, continued the develop-
ment and performance of a processional named Soldier Oh and
reconstructed the Abram Circle Dance as a Cotswold dance. MTM’s,
and subsequently all other local sides’, interpretation of “Whole Gyp”
used in the Bledington style remains a threat to any outsider who
enters the set without prior knowledge.
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MTM at that time consisted of a dynamic collection of individu-
als very much interested in issues of tradition and community. The
meaning of morris as a living tradition was debated. If our style was
so far afield from what was in “The Book,” should we change to con-
form, or should we hold on to that which was working and local in
flavor, and fine-tune the dance technique that needed to be
improved? Our two trips to Marlboro in 79 and ’80 did not make
this debate an easy one. But in the long run, being creative within the
confines of what makes good morris dancing won out with the core
dancers.

This is a long story, but necessary to provide the background for
one of the prime inspirations for creating a new “tradition.” The
Minnesota Traditional Morris men had nicknamed a mistake that
tended to occur with some frequency in a dance. When going into a
hey, more than occasionally one dancer in the the middle position
went up while the other went down. We jokingly referred to it as a
“Minnesota Hey.” I became intrigued with the idea of actually using
this “mistake” and developing it into a full-fledged dance figure. The
result is a hey that rotates the set 9o degrees halfway through the fig-
ure and inverts the set upon completion of the second half of the hey.
Slowly, other aspects emerged, including 360-degree turns the danc-
ers make when completing the foot-up-and-down and back-to-back.
The overall look is one of rotating sets and turning dancers and
handkerchiefs. It’s a flowing style with a lot of energy.

During the period of time when the dance style was being devel-
oped, Laurie Levin and I met and helped bring into existence the
Bells of the North Morris. As the Bells worked to create their own
identity independent of the men’s groups, 1 decided to develop the
Minneapolis tradition for them. The whole project was to develop a
style in which many dances could be created. Not just a new dance
here and a new dance there, but a body of dances that could be dis-
tinctive for the Bells. So, from 1980 to 1982, the tradition was finalized,
and seven dances were developed and performed. One unique pre-
sentation of two of the dances involved the use of phosphorescent
glow sticks inside clear acrylic tubes. The two dances had been com-
missioned as part of the unveiling of a green neon sculpture in
downtown Minneapolis. The nighttime performance provided an
opportunity to work with dance movements that accentuated the
after-images left by swift moving sticks.
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LONGEVITY OF THE DANCES

The Bells actively danced the Minneapolis dances through to the
mid-1980s. I left as foreman in 1982 when I moved to London,
England, for a year. The tradition was also picked up by Oak Apple
Morris in Madison, Wisconsin. I made clear to both groups that if
the tradition was to survive, they would need to take on the dances as
their own, modify them, and extend them; they should not worry
about what I thought. The Bells did create one additional dance
called The Muffin Man, which was performed a few times but didn’t
survive. Oak Apple changed The Nutting Girl to include eight danc-
ers. This change was in turn picked up by the Bells. I began to
develop two additional dances and tried them out at a workshop
during a Midwest Morris Ale, but those dances still remain in note
form buried in some notebook in my archives.

In the late 1980s, the Bells went through a transformation and
took on other morris dance styles. (They currently do Ducklington
and Sherborne.) Oak Apple went through transformations as well
and their Minneapolis dances also fell away. The Bells, however, have
always maintained one or two Minneapolis dances in their repertoire
due to the dances’ personal historical specialness.

The Commonwealth Morris Men, based in Cambridge, MA,
decided to take up the Minneapolis tradition upon their formation
three years ago. The connection to the dances was through Rick
Mohr, foreman of Commonwealth, but formerly of Minnesota Tra-
ditional Morris during the period of time when the Minneapolis
dances were being created. In the last AMN, in the “Team News”
section, Peter ffoulkes noted that the Minneapolis-on-Mississippi
tradition “has been extended by Commonwealth... with both modifi-
cations to the style and the addition of several new dances” (AMN
Vol 19, No 1, p. 34).

I seem to recollect that there was another attempt to use the
Minneapolis dances by a Boston side, though I can’t remember
which side. An individual by the name of Alec, whose last name I
can’t remember, and a former Oak Apple Morris dancer taught the
dances. I am not aware of how that effort fully developed.

(Editors’ Note: Alec Leon was hired to teach a Minneapolis-on-
Mississippi workshop for the Boston Ritual Series. Nothing came out of
the workshop in terms of forming a team.)

AMN 19 No2 < 19 < Summer 1996



This brings me back to Richard Gregson’s points noted at the
beginning of this article regarding the survivability of locally devel-
oped dances; the issues of “what matters,” place and story. Of the
original seven dances created for the Bells, a few deserve to go to their
resting place in the archives-in-the-sky. They weren’t that good.
There does seem to be some consistency in the dances that have sur-
vived, particularly The Bedmaking and The Nutting Girl, which
attests that the dances are inherently good ones. But Gregson talks
about something more specific than whether or not dances are of
quality. He talks about “do they matter” compared to the “older,”
English dances. Ducklington has become one of the “in” traditions in
North America. It has an appeal of place, story, and physical dynamic
that a local tradition has a harder time establishing for itself. The idea
of a side sticking to the same dance tradition for many, many years
only emerged as “okay” in the late ’80s in North America. Changing
every few years and keeping up with the latest is still an existing tug
on sides who feel the need to be always moving on. I discovered the
pleasure and benefits of doing a selective repertoire and one dance
style over a sustained period of time when living in England. Even
then, it took me four years after my return to convince a core of
dancers to form a side based upon those concepts. In such an atmo-
sphere of regular turnover, local dances and traditions are easily
turned aside. They easily go out of style.

I find it intriguing and encouraging that the Minneapolis dances
have found a life far afield from their original source. Does the fact
that Minnesota is so far away from Boston mean that it has that
exotic sense of place that Gregson proposes dances need to survive
the test of time? I did purposefully name the tradition Minneapolis-
on-Mississippi to capture that same “quaintness” and sense of time/
place that Bampton-in-the-Bush or Hinton-in-the-Hedges holds for
Anglophiles. Such a name aids in the public relations department/
entertainment/storytelling that morris must convey to its audience.
If Gregson is right, the Minneapolis dances may not have a future
other than a cursory one in Minnesota. Maybe their survival depends
upon the Madisons and Bostons to pick up the story and carry it on
to make it their own. That is the folk process.
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About the author

Jim Brickwedde began morris dancing in 1977 with the Willow Wood
Morris in Buffalo, Ny. He has danced in Minnesota since 1978, where
he is currently foreman of the Ramsey’s Braggarts Morris Men. He
was co-editor of American Morris Newsletter from 1980 to 1985 and
sole editor from 1985 to 1993. He can be reached at 240 Brunswick
Ave. So., Golden Valley, MN 55416 or by e-mail <Jim_Brickwedde@
hopkins.k12.mn.us>.
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The Rise and Fall(?) of Hillside Quarry

by Robb Spivey
Foreman of Fiddler’s Reach Morris & Sword

Fiddler’s Reach Morris & Sword, hailing from in and around Bruns-
wick, Maine, was founded in 1976. We are therefore happily celebrating
twenty years of dancing. In our early days, we experimented with
several traditions, concluding that Bledington fitted us best. We
maintained a repertoire of dances from several other traditions,
partly for variety and partly so we could better mix with other sides
at gatherings. We continued to experiment for our own curiosity, but
retained Bledington as “our” tradition for well over a decade.

Somewhere around 1988, in a moment of weakness, I allowed the
position of foreman to be thrust upon me. We were experiencing a
turnover in members, and by 1989 some tension was building. Our
dancers generally fell into one of three categories: old-timers who

*,
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had been with the side for a long time and were looking for a new
challenge, feeling they had “done” Bledington and becoming impa-
tient with new dancers just learning; immigrants from other sides
who came with experience in various other traditions and the con-
viction that they knew exactly how those traditions should be
danced, even though we had developed and were comfortable with
our own interpretations; and novices, who were frustrated in their
attempts to catch up with the others. I just wanted to dance. What
was a mother to do?

After deep collective soul-searching, someone came up with the
idea of developing our own tradition. This would provide a new
challenge for the old-timers, avoid disagreements with immigrants
about the “right” way to dance, and put the novices on an even foot-
ing with the others—we would all be learning something new.
Beyond that, it would give us something that was entirely our own.
(It’s difficult to criticize someone’s style or interpretation if you don’t
know what you’re watching.) An interesting suggestion, I thought,
until it became clear that I was the one expected to make it happen. |
was instructed to come up with the goods over our winter break.

To begin the process I set some goals. The end result wanted to
be something clearly different, while still being recognizable as a
Cotswold-style tradition. It needed to be something suitable for our
side in terms of its feel, the level of complexity, and its athletic
requirements. I also figured a little underlying humor never hurts.

By February of 1990, the basics were in place. [ presented it to the
side, and the consensus was that it was worth working on. The new
tradition was branded Hillside Quarry (I live on Quarry Road not far
from an old granite quarry in the settlement of Hillside). We then
spent the next year altering, testing, refining, and developing dances
to fit. It was truly a team effort.

One of the unique features of Hillside Quarry is its asymmetry.
Everything is oriented to the left—whether as a perverse manifesta-
tion of my politics or a reflection of injuries I was suffering at the
time, I am not sure. All figures start on the left and move or turn left.
There are no right turns. Instead of a foot up there is a foot left. When
teaching the tradition, we try not to speak of the right foot—when on
occasion it is necessary to mention it, it is referred to as the “other” foot.
The second half of each figure is a repeat of the first, rather than a mirror

image. Corner positions are defined as1 & 4,3 & 6,and 5 & 2.
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Another peculiarity is what we call “hang time.” There is a foot
together jump in the second measure of each phrase. A slight pause
in the music at this point allows the dancers time to jump higher. It
also drives our orderly musician nuts.

We wanted a signature hey that would be easily distinguished
from any other tradition. We developed one in which everyone starts
by turning left, the tops and bottoms swap ends, the middles swap
sides, and midway through the move all six dancers are lined up
across the set facing in alternate directions.

Seven dances were eventually developed, five handkerchief and
two stick, ranging from a typical sidestep/half hey chorus (Old
Woman Tossed Up) to a rather complex corner challenge/crossing/
hey composition in which each dancer progresses to a new position
at the end of each chorus, passing through all of the positions by the
end of the dance ( The Shell Game).

Some of the tunes are variants on standard morris music, e.g.
“Old Woman Tossed Up” and “Saturday Night.” One was taken from
an English country dance. We used the round “Matthew, Mark, Luke,
and John” for The Shell Game. The tune and the inspiration for the
moves to The Weasels’ Dance came from watching the animated ver-
sion of The Wind in the Willows with my daughter (“While Toad’s
away the weasels play, we’ll read his diary every day, and every night
we’ll telephone long distance!”).

We developed, we pondered, we tweaked, we practiced hard, we
danced Hillside Quarry for two years. It killed us. Although the tradi-
tion does not require the same level of sheer physical strength as
some, it does involve sharp twisting of the body and joint-jolting
jumps—a youngster’s tradition. Surprisingly, we found we had aged
over the years, Several of our members had uninsurable pre-existing
medical conditions—old back and knee injuries, weak ankles. Hill-
side Quarry as written aggravated these until we got to a point where
we did not have enough bodies to fill out a set. Being our own tradi-
tion, we could have re-engineered it. After all the work we had put in,
though, the rest of the team agreed they liked what we had, and felt it
shouldn’t be changed just because we couldn’t handle it at this time.
The result was mothballing the tradition and moving on to some-
thing else we geriatrics could better manage.

Did I reach my goals? It’s hard to say. Yes, it’s different. Strict tra-
ditionalists will claim what we came up with is not morris at all.
More lenient interpreters might say we strayed too far from basic
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morris tenets in our attempts to be unique. On the other hand, when
I first demonstrated the basics of the new tradition, our previous
foreman’s reaction was, “Oh, you stole this part from Longborough,
and that part from Ascot-under-Wychwood.” Because of our physi-
cal limitations, it was not as suitable for our side as I had hoped.

Was it worth the effort? Definitely. It pulled the team together
and gave us pride in our dancing. From comments we received at
morris gatherings, the results showed. It also provided material for
aclass I taught at Pinewoods one summer. A high point for me was
aworkshop on homegrown traditions, conceived and hosted by
Midnight Capers, to which Fiddler’s Reach and New Haven were
invited. Each team was allotted approximately two hours in which to
demonstrate and teach its tradition. It was fascinating to see both
similarities and differences in how others had approached the task of
invention, as well as the results. Although developed completely
independently of each other, I was startled to discover that New Haven’s
Elm City tradition incorporated hang time, and that Midnight
Capers’ Kingsbury Branch had a hey in which all the dancers momen-
tarily lined up across the set. So much for my attempts at originality.

Although currently in storage, Hillside Quarry could rise again if
we were to have an infusion of younger blood. I have prepared a set
of notes in the style of Lionel Bacon’s book which includes descrip-
tions of the dances and the tunes we use; these are available to the
curious. I would have no objection to another team adopting the
tradition as written, nor to anyone making modifications and
improvements to it. We are all part of the folk process.
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Kingsbury Branch

by Lisa Ginette and Larry Becker

LisA's INTRODUCTION

Midnight Capers has been dancing and writing Kingsbury Branch
for years, and it has, since its inception, been our primary tradition.
We have also danced Headington, Bampton, Stanton Harcourt,
(Kingsbury comes in here), Field Town, Sherborne and (currently)
Oddington as our secondary tradition. We always work the secon-
dary at practice and sometimes teach a bit of any of the others so that
most of us can dance most massed dances. Other than that, we are a
Kingsbury Team.

LARRYS RECOLLECTION

“Come out, come out wherever you are” is both the method and
inspiration for devising our tradition. Our musician, Dick Eno,
experimenting with tunes that have a morris “feel,” pulled this one
out from his inner Kansas. In fact, the Wizard of Oz tune that fell
from a star guided the development of the tradition in its early stages.

Having written several Field Town dances, I found myself on
laundry day with the tune in my head and with misconceptions
about how some morris traditions worked. Never having danced
Sherborne, I always liked how it kind of “held up” for a moment as
the dancers leaped into the phrase. I know now it is a leap, but at the
time I had no idea how it was done.

Luckily, as the clothes were turning, the Kansas-flat grassy spot
behind some hedges and next to the laundromat was available. The
misconception came out as two single steps in place that held up the
dancers. Movement came to the phrase with a hop into a double step,
finishing with two single steps at a new location, snap, jump together.
Why and where the snap? Probably seen at a morris ale, and later
identified as Ducklington.

The first figure, foot up, I have since figured out is a steal from a
Marlboro dance, I-91. Having moved north to Central Vermont, I
missed dancing it with Marlboro; but once seen, the notion of having
all dancers line up facing forward stuck in my subconscious. The sec-
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ond figure, now known as serpent, bubbled up from the crossing sec-
tion in the Upton on Severn dance. As we do it, the path of travel is to
the left, slant to the right, with a curlicue to face back towards your
original place. The curvy nature of the figure led to the title (my
favorite figure, a joy to dancel—L.G.).

The back to back adds to the standard sequence a 180-degree
turn in a line with a curlicue back to place. Rounds to finish have a
360-degree turn half on the way towards a caper sequence, snap,
jump together.

I brought the dance to the group with an attempt at the standard
side step and hey chorus. To my great good fortune, the group had
the desire to pursue a new adventure of discovery that still fit in with
the overall morris structure. The hey evolved, with input from the
group, as something akin to the movements in a nine-person Muddy
River creation. The middles travel out away from the set, the bottoms
and tops move through the central portion to opposite places on
their side, while the middles move back to their original spot.

Other details were added as the concept of a new tradition for
Midnight Capers evolved. Lisa Ginette sprinted with the idea, mak-
ing up the key additions and producing many wonderful dances that
now make up the bulk of our repertoire.

LisA's RECOLLECTION

Larry first showed the team the work he had done creating this tradi-
tion at a tour one summer evening at the Shelburn Museum. I'm
thinking it was 1986. We were on a break, and somehow the new
“tradition” was mentioned. I don’t remember that anyone, with the
possible exception of our musician, who had originally suggested the
Dare of creating our own tradition, knew that Larry was working on
it. Our attention was immediately riveted by the event. We all got up
and started to mark it out.

We began to work on this at practice right away. When Larry
brought this to the team, it had most of the standard sequences
evolved. The stepping is as he originally conceived it. The figures,
with only one small revision, are also as Larry wrote them. We
learned Larry’s first dance, which consisted of the new figures and a
chorus of side steps, swagger steps and a long hey. After that, I picked
it up and created the other elements that I knew we needed to com-
plete the tradition. I was so obsessed with this. Living in a rural area,
my only available surface for dancing was the reasonably flat grade of
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the dirt road outside my house. It was warm out, and the traffic min-
imal. I was determined to create a hook of some sort and all of the
necessary capers, and to get something that fit into what I perceived
as the quirks that made this a tradition in its own right.

It seems to me, though I can’t be certain, that this began my cho-
reographic career in the morris. I came up with a hook, two upright
capers, and ending capers that satisfied both me and the team. I vis-
ited with Janet Van Fleet and we worked on stuff in her driveway. We
came up with a shortened version of our hey incorporating the hook,
We also slightly revised the back to back figure. Except for these
modifications, the tradition is exactly as Larry wrote it to begin with.
I am still inspired by awe when I consider him starting from scratch
and creating a complete tradition that is so wonderful to dance, does
not appear even slightly contrived, seems to be accepted by the mor-
ris community as a bona fide tradition, has withstood the test of time
(we still love to dance it after ten years), and is (how clever of him)
easy for us as an older team to dance well.

SO, I made up a lot of dances. Sometimes I try to work to a tune,
and most usually I have a foundational pattern in mind. Some of my
dances are danced for awhile and then canned, by which I mean that
we don’t tend to dance them and so they work out of the repertoire. I
have reworked many of these abandoned dances into favorites. When
I began to write dances, I tried to stay in certain accepted morris
parameters: typical tradition stepping, regular music, and a pattern
that, no matter how bizarre, ends up with everyone in the place
where they began the chorus. That, to me, is what a morris dance
chorus is about. But the thing has to flow; when you call the dance
you have to have an enthusiastic response, first from your dancers
and then from the audience, or the dance doesn’t stay in. What I
found is that the constraint of the normal—something, half hey,
repeat—just didn’t cut it. The hey cut my ability to do something
cool with the chorus pattern into only a quarter of the potential
(think about it). Many of my abandoned dances were turned into
beloved dances by dropping that hey and using all B music to pattern
and flow.

I'm not the only person to write dances. The team is talented
that way—not only in Larry Becker, but in several other members
who have written or rewritten stuff that is wonderful and readily
danced. For instance, Janet took my Kingsbury jig (which was all
right as is) and, by a clever pattern, turned it into something really
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nice. Stu wrote a dance originally as a two-person jig that turned into
a set dance for as many as we have. It looks fabulous when we can
muster eight or ten on a tour. Sometimes someone will suggest to me
a tune for use, or else the remote bones of a pattern that will stir me
to a brand-new dance. The current repertoire contains 11 set dances
(four with sticks) and one jig. We like them all and love some of them.

I was asked to comment on the idea of another team dancing our
tradition. Frankly, I'd love to see it. We had a workshop several years
back, hosting New Haven Morris & Sword and Fiddler’s Reach. Both
of these teams have their own traditions. Each team had two hours to
teach the other two their own tradition (we were younger then). It
was great fun. These other traditions are really nice and it was a kick
to see everyone dancing Kingsbury. To me, it would be wonderful to
see another team take up the tradition. I certainly realize that it
would then evolve. That would be really interesting to see. Also, I'd
like to think that for a long as there are morris dancers, someone
might be dancing Kingsbury Branch!
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In Favor of Tradition

Brian Smith

It seems fitting to reflect on the merits of traditional morris in the
’90s just after May Day—the beginning of the morris year. This year,
our two Los Angeles sides, Sunset and Pennyroyal, once again gath-
ered at the Griffith Observatory. How things have changed! In
England in the mid-;0s, ladies’ morris was a new and revolutionary
idea, and mixed sides were frowned upon by almost all. Yet here we were,
two mixed sets ready to greet the rising sun with all the energy and
gusto that seasoned limbs could provide. So much for men-only morris!

I’m happy to see that taboo broken and have enjoyed watching
Windsor, Mayfield, and Pennyroyal prove to the chauvinistic world
that it can be done. I have also led a mixed side on three very success-
ful tours of New Zealand. I still consider myself a traditional morris
man at heart. What does that mean, you may ask. An addiction to the
atmosphere or “feel” of the morris, an affinity to village, or peasant,
morrissy preference to dance in a male side, and a solemn respect for
those turn-of-the-century collectors of Cotswold morris who wrote
it all down for posterity.

If you believe that morris is of the earth, that it comes from the
ground itself, and that the 19th-century collections are remnants of
much older dances (reference the 18th-century date on the Abingdon
horns, the 16th-century accounts of Kemp’s jig, and the carbon dat-
ing of the Abbot’s Bromley antlers), you can appreciate the need for
its preservation. At a primitive level, Cotswold and border morris are
simply expressions of evil spirit expulsion, crop planting, crop
growth, and the fertile, lustful energy of spring time.

The best way I know of achieving preservation of the tradition is
by faithful performance of the as-collected material, where possible.
This means more than reproducing the hand- and foot-work. After
all, a lot of this has been “reconstructed” from notes anyway. Also,
does anybody really believe that local farm workers were in step when
they came out on their handful of feast days per year? (Reference the
Ring archive video of an Eynsham performance.) Faithful perfor-
mance means trying to preserve the passion and the fire of the dance,
in addition to the uniqueness of its tradition.
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Morris dancing is a paradox. While wanting to excel as an indi-
vidual, to show off one’s energy and prowess, to get as much air as
possible under one, it must be remembered that the goal is to be, as
Cecil Sharp once said, “... vigorous, yet restrained, a strong man
rejoicing in his strength, yet graceful, controlled....” While I think
restraint is a little Victorian, I like to interpret this as controlled
chaos: forging a link to the unfettered past while maintaining enough
control to produce that rarity—a team performance. Hasn’t anyone
ever felt that tickle at the back of the neck and the joy that flows when
occasionally all these things come together and the goal is achieved?

In the 1990s it is difficult to focus on these concepts as a beginner,
or even after a few years’ experience, while dancing in a concrete mall
or some part of suburbia surrounded by onlookers who have no idea
who you are, what you’re doing, or where you came from. “Isn’t this
Greek, or Scottish?” they ask. When you reply “It’s English,” it
becomes in everyone’s mind just another dance form. I really object
to the philosophy that you can do ballet on Thursdays, Scandinavian
on Tuesdays, and morris on Mondays. They're all dance forms, but
now you're so diluted, the mystique and primal magic of the morris
will be lost. It is important to return to traditional sources to be
reminded of the roots of morris. For example, dance on a village
green in New England, or better yet, go on a dance tour of rural
England, and include stops at some of the more ancient sites. I can-
not begin to describe the mystical pleasure derived from dancing in
the Avebury Stone Circle or next to the Uffington White Horse.

People who are good at dance forms like to express themselves
by creating new dance forms. It’s like putting a part of yourself onto
the posterity roster. It adds variety to the repertoire and, after all, it
continues the “living tradition.” But, wait a minute, does the new
dance bear any relation to the roots of morris, does it generate the
same passion as a traditional morris dance, does it conform to an
existing village style or is it simply from New Dancington?

As part of the morris community, we must recognize that we
trace our origins to the Morris Ring, set up in 1932 to preserve exist-
ing dances and collect others from the memories of aging local villag-
ers. It was not set up to reinvent morris dancing. In 22 years of
morris, I still do not know every dance mentioned in Bacon, and I
marvel at the variety contained within this book of traditions. Every
time I learn a new one, I get tremendous satisfaction. How many
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sides are dancing Bidford (besides Berkeley, that is), or Steeple Clay-
don, or Stanton Harcourt? That’s variety.

The notion of invented dances being part of a living tradition
falls down when there is no regard to the primitive roots and village
environment of morris. As far as I'm concerned, living traditions
occur only in Bampton, Chipping Camden, Abbot’s Bromley and,
arguably, Abingdon. They have the right to change their style, add
dances or use new tunes—and who could say they’re wrong? To put
an American flavor to my logic, you could argue that Renaissance
Faire morris, performed for over 25 years in its own unique environ-
ment, is a living tradition—but a living tradition of our own time. It
can be argued that today’s morris is already spawned of the concrete
and surburbia of modern life and that, therefore, new dances should
be written to reflect this lifestyle. However, as a traditionalist, I am
concerned that by doing so we lose the thread to the past that I par-
ticularly am interested in preserving,

If you visit Bampton at Whitsuntide and watch the dancing, does
it immediately spring to mind that what they need is a stick dance?
They seem happy enough without and still have a thriving repertoire.
Yet Bampton and Ducklington (another stickless tradition) stick
dances are now performed by many of today’s sides.

Before I am accused of hypocrisy, let me say that my side—
Sunset—has a repertoire which includes several mid-20th—century
dances (including Ducklington stick dances, brought in by team
decision). For example, Black Joke, Bledington, a popular “tradi-
tional” dance, is less than 50 years old, and Three Musketeers is even
younger. However, we try to ensure that every new dance is per-
formed wholeheartedly within the style of an existing tradition, and
we try to engender the spirit of that tradition in the new dance.

Morris is more than a dance form; it is a dance philosophy, tied
to ritual, emotional and mystical roots. Writers of new dances need
to bear this in mind.

Having discussed the earthy nature of morris, the air needed
under your feet and the fire in your belly, it remains only to discuss
the ale with which you are watered. At ales, traditional morris comes
alive: a perfect place to learn traditions and to dance with other sides.
By subscribing to the philosophy of traditional morris, it is easier for
members of one side to mix with members of other sides since many
of the traditional dances are then commonly known. In this way
everyone can feel a part of the morris community. [ am reminded of
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the time when Sunset went to England and was invited to dance with
Hartley Morris on a ferry boat to Dunkirk, France. Jockey to the Fair,
Brackley, was called and those of each side got up to form a set. The
set danced perfectly together, first time. Tradition!!!
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MDDLing Through

Jon Berger

One of the most interesting aspects of the Morris Dance Discussion
List (MDDL) is its internationalness. This occasionally leads to misun-
derstandings—the confusion over various nations’ interpretations of
the terms “vest” and “knickers” comes up from time to time, for
example—but most often it’s just a lot of fun, and at no time of the
year is this more true than May Day. Someone from every time zone
where there’s morris dancing seems to produce a report on how
things went at dawn on May 1 within hours after the event, and read-
ing these stories is, in the words of Angie McGowan (Jolley Hatters
Morris, Tasmania), like watching “a giant wave of white hankies
sweeping round the world.”

With that image (or one much like it) in mind, the denizens of
the MDDL entered into a lively pre-May 1 inquiry as to which teams
had the dubious distinction of being the first and the last on the
wave. First was fairly easy: the consensus seems to be that the first
team to welcome in May Day this year was the Britannic Bedlam
Morris Gentlemen of Wellington, New Zealand, who danced atop
Mt. Eden near Auckland, accompanied (but followed) by the City of
Auckland Morris Dancers and Green Man Morris. The other end was
a bit more controversial: Since there are (as far as anyone knows) no
morris teams in Hawaii, and since dawn in Alaska comes at some-
thing like 3:00 a.M. this time of year, it seems clear that a West Coast
team would come in last, but since the West Coast teams are spread
out more or less longitudinally, it became a bit unclear who would be
the last to see the sun rise. The winner appears to be either Berkeley,
Seabright (Santa Cruz), Sunset/Pennyroyal (Los Angeles), or More-
ton Bay Fig (San Diego), who have theoretical sunrise times within
minutes of each other; but astronomy whiz Steve Allen thoroughly
debunked any attempts to choose between them with a flurry of
technical explanations that I don’t pretend to understand. An
attempt to claim the honor of being the last to dance on May Day by
a herein-unnamed individual, who pointed out that his team tradi-
tionally celebrates May Day on the first Saturday following May I, or
May 4 this year, was disallowed by acclamation.
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Other teams reporting in included:

Eynsham Morris, UK (Mike Heaney)—accompanied Heading-
ton Quarry Morris to an “alternative location” in Oxford, the
standard location having become overrun with rude rock ’n’ rollers.

East Saxon Sword, UK (Alan Green)—reluctantly stood around
in nasty drizzle for three hours in exchange for the honor of being
featured on a morning television weather report, plus some filthy lucre.

Devil’s Dyke Morris Men, East Anglia, UK (Nigel Strudwick)—
danced at a prehistoric earthwork and three local primary schools,
accompanied by Standon Morris, whose hobby dragon terrified the
children at one of the schools and probably warped them psycholog-
ically for life. “It was raining, but we didn’t notice (and it wasn’t just
the booze).”

Jack in the Green Morris Men/Harrisville Morris Women, New
Hampshire (Craig Brandon)—braved temperatures in the 40s. Actu-
ally, Mr. Brandon’s wording would seem to suggest that he considers
temperatures in the 40s to be warm, but he can’t have really meant
that. Can he?

Ring O’ Bells/Greenwich Morris Men, New York City (Elaine
Bradtke)—danced the sun down at Washington Square Park in Green-
wich Village. “This is the city that never sleeps (except maybe at dawn).”

Thornden Morris/Ribbonsteel Rapper/Birch Leaf/Bassett Street
Hounds, Syracuse, NY (Rich Holmes)—A varied show for 110 specta-
tors and a passel of media photographers, including Cotswold, bor-
der, rapper, mumming, and a Maypole. The rapper sword that broke
at the handle in the middle of a dance got everyone’s adrenaline flow-
ing enough to counteract the effect of the wind chill.

Westerly Morris Men/Mystic Garland Dancers, Connecticut (Scott
Patton)— danced outside various dormitories at Connecticut Col-
lege beginning at 5:45 A.M. “I believe the reason we kept moving to
different buildings was to prevent the students from getting a good
bead on us.”

Squash Beetle Morris, Kentucky (Andy Klapper)—;jubilant over
the fact that the audience (eight) outnumbered the dancers (seven)
at the University of Kentucky Arboretum.

Bells of the North, Minneapolis (Kay Schoenwetter)—sunny and
reasonably warm weather for the so-75 dancers and equal number of
spectators who showed up by the banks of the Mississippi for morris
dancing and a Christmas-tree bonfire.

Seattle Morris (Tamara Thomas)—it rained. Surprise,
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Vancouver Morris Men/Tiddly Cove Morris Women, Vancouver,
BC (Norman Stanfield)—100 spectators at the brow of a hill over-
looking English Bay. Northwest morris, Maypole dancing, and a May
Queen chosen from, unaccountably, the women’s team.

Seabright Morris, Santa Cruz, CA (Ruth Temple)}—lovely weather,
several dance premieres, and jig jousting, whatever that is. Maybe I
don’t really want to know.

Berkeley Morris—gorgeous, perfect weather, 150 in the audience,
and front-page-above-the-fold coverage in the San Francisco Chronicle;
what more could anyone ask for? (A triple latté, perhaps?)

Other hot subjects this month included chimney sweeps, English
geography, cadging, rapper sword origins, budgie bells, and approxi-
mately 1,200 other things. Any morris dancer (or ex- or wannabe)
with access to e-mail is invited to join in the fun. For instructions on
how to do that, see the previous AMN, or see <http://web.syr.edu/
~htkeays/mddlhtml>, or, if you're really desperate, ask me by e-mail:
<jonb@value.net>.
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1997 New Zealand Morris Tour

Dates: Arrive: Sunday, 29th December, 1996

Depart: Sunday, sth January, 1997

Location: Hastings, New Zealand (East Coast of North Island—
excellent wine region, superb climate)

Cost ($NZ): s160 adult; $130 secondary; $90 primary

(These are maximum costs and may be reduced)

Accommodation: Lindisfarne College, Hastings. Everything supplied
except bedding. Good catering facilities, dormitories, swimming pool
Organisers: Rosewood Morris (Palmerston North) assisted by Heart
of the Sun (Hastings)

Tour name: Sunrose National Morris Tour (otherwise known as
Hoserots Fusspot Tour)

Ale theme: Masquerade Morris

Approximate itinerary: Hastings (shopping mall, rest homes, Fanta-
syland, Cat and Fiddle pub); Napier (Harbour, Aquarium); Te Mata
Peak (sunrise, paragliding); Cape Kidnappers; Havelock North;
Waimarama Beach; Irish pub; Taradale; Ormlie Lodge; Sacred Hill
and McDonald Winery; Keiranga Park; Cidery

Tour Dances: Upton-upon-Severn stick and hankie dances

Contact: e-mail: <barnesd@ibm.net> (Dave Barnes in Wellington)
conventional: Astarte, 369 Botanical Rd, Palmerston North, New
Zealand ph. 06 357-5857

Attendees: Well, Britannic Bedlam Morris Gentlemen will certainly
be there! (That’s supposed to be a plus point in case you were won-
dering!) + all other sides in NZ

Individuals from England and Australia, maybe Fiji and Indonesia?, pos-
sibly a side of the much-loved Hankies Gone Awry from the US of A?
All are welcome (references available from previous overseas
attendees!)

Other events worth tying in with: Auckland Folk Festival at end of
January (I think 24th—27th) Kumeu Showgrounds (20 km northwest
of Auckland). Camping—overseas guests—excellent festival

Hope to see lots of visitors Cheers, Dave Barnes
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Team News

BINGHAMTON MORRIS MEN
Binghamton Morris Men (Binghamton, NY) are shambling thru our
23rd year of dance. We continue to be pot-bellied, bald, middle-aged
(and older) curmudgeons who don’t practice near enough, but man-
age to field a side for 15 or so tours per annum, with the grudgingly
performed mummery at 12th Nighttide. This April, we enjoyed our
2oth Annual Gilbertsville Tour, in company with the ever-jovial
Toronto Gentz and the very energetic Commonwealth MM. We
eagerly await the 215t American Travelling Morrice, this August, on
the coast of Maine. When not undergoing knee- or Achilles’ tendon-
surgery, the men enjoy sitting in the pub, drinking to excess and dis-
cussing the relative merits of fecal softeners.

Contact:

Peter Klosky, squire & foreman

99v50ak Street, Binghamton, NY 13905

(607) 723-1660/<KLOSKY®@aol.com>

BF HARRIDANS
BF Harridans are a women’s Cotswold side in the Binghamton, NY
area. Dancing primarily the Bledington tradition and occasional
pieces from Upton-upon-Severn and Lichfield, the Harridans main-
tain an active local touring schedule throughout the spring, summer
and fall. This May, the women travelled to Philadelphia for the
annual Mother’s Day tour, and to the 21st Marlboro Ale.

Contact:

Roberta Wackett, foreman

8 Zane Road, Binghamton, NY 13903

(607) 722-1192/<Eplunk@aol.com>

Mianus RivErR MORRIs

We're slightly above fighting strength on a regular basis, though we
miss our glory days of 16 or so ready, willing, and able dancers.
Everyone enjoyed the Ale and wonder where it will be next. Ex-squire
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Amy Brewer has been “sighted” having sent postcards from some far
off exotic land, where she and her husband are working for the Peace
Corps. We had a recent Peace Corps volunteer return from her stint
in Africa a little while ago so it must be the thing to do these days. I
am the only Greenwich resident on the team these days, Judith
Schmidt having moved up to Maine. We occassionally hear from ex-
team member Andy Speno who has started a team in Cincinnati (?).
John Lippincott <Lipwak@aol.com> (not speaking as an official
of Mianus River Morris, just one who wanted to send in some news.)

BRIDGETOWN MORRIS MEN
Bridgetown Morris Men start their fourth year healthy and growing.
We were conspicuous in the first-ever Winter Revels here in Portland,
opening the show with a version of Ducklington Jockey to the Fair
and also appearing in the Abbott’s Bromley horn dance and a
Kirkby-Malzeard longsword dance.

We danced the sun up at the highest point in Portland and
toured six elementary schools on May Day. By the time you read this,
we will have been the guests of Seattle Morris for a tour of Bainbridge
Island in the Puget Sound with other Pacific Northwest teams. July
brings our second annual trip and dance on the Hood River Rail-
road, an historic steam train up the Columbia River gorge, as well as
our usual visits to the Salem Arts Fair and the Northwest Brewers
Festival, when we host the other Pacific Northwest teams—including,
perhaps, the new Apex Mountain Morris from Corvallis, Oregon.

We now sport five musicians: three fiddles and two squeeze
boxes. The future looks bright.

p.s. I received a letter in early May from former fellow Black
Joker Curt Hayashi, whom many of the veteran New England danc-
ers will recall. He’s been in Eastern Europe for a number of years—
first Czechoslovakia, now Lithuania. He’s threatening to move to the
Pacific NW and says he’s looking for morris action. ...

David Loftus

Bridgetown Morris Men

Portland, Oregon, USA

SALT SPRINGS MORRIS

Syracuse, New York has a new morris team—yes, another one! Salt
Springs Morris, named after the local geologic feature that first put
Syracuse on the map, is a mixed side doing a single Cotswold tradi-

O

AMN 19 No2 % 39 < Summer 1996



tion: Wheatley. To the best of our knowledge, ever since the reported
demise of the Wheatley Morris Men a couple months after we got
started (we hope this was a coincidence), we’re the only Wheatley-
only team on the planet. So we’d better learn to do it well, hadn’t we?

We began practicing in January 1996. Two of our dancers are
morris novices; the others are present or former members of
Thornden Morris, the Bassett Street Hounds, and/or Ribbonsteel
Rapper (there’s one deranged dancer who’s on all four teams!). Our
musician, who commutes up from Ithaca every week, used to play
for the late, lamented Hearts of Oak. Qur aim is to have as much fun
as we can by being the best team we can be, and we must be doing all
right—our fore, Heather Holmes, is about ready to let us dance out
in a couple of weeks. Our squire is Karin Howe, (315) 425-6943.

Rich Holmes
Salt Springs Morris:
<http://web.syr.edu/~rsholmes/morris/saltsp/>

SEATTLE MORRIS

Seattle Morris has undergone some changes since last year. In the fall,
our reigning foreman, David Sacco, departed for Sri Lanka, where he
is serving as a UN Volunteer. In December, Amy Brewer, David’s
wife/life partner, member of Seattle Morris, and foreperson for Misty
City Morris, left Seattle on her way to joining him there. Word does
periodically reach us from them that they are doing well, though they
seem to miss baseball, and David in particular is having trouble
grasping cricket. (By the way, if anyone would like their addresses in
Sri Lanka, they can contact Ken Smith: <a-kenns@microsoft.com>,
or (206) 781-1530.)

David’s place as foreman has been taken by Ken Smith, formerly
the squire and one of the founders of the side. Frances Herring is the
new, and very capable, squire. We made the trek down to Los Angeles
for the Duck and Cover Ale, and danced at the Seattle Folklife Festi-
val on Memorial Day weekend (which is what morris teams in the
Pacific Northwest do instead of traveling to the Midwest Ale, or
Marlboro, or other Memorial Day weekend ales—for those of you
who didn’t know and always wondered). Various summer events
await us, including a trip across the border to dance with Tiddly
Cove in Vancouver, B.c. We are dancing Sherborne, and a couple-
three dances from Elm City, the creation of Rick Mohr.
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