BEYOND THE BLACK BOOK WITH BERKSHIRE BEDLAM
A Personal View of a Modern Morris Tradition

by Jameson Wooders

Following Berkshire Bedlam’s successful appearance at Sidmouth Folk Festival this summer, Jerry West and I (Foreman and Squire respectively) were interviewed by Beth Neill on behalf of Morris Matters. Having read the transcript of the interview, I decided that I wanted to elaborate upon some of the issues raised.

Background

The origins of Berkshire Bedlam Morris date back to the mid-1970s.  It can thus be seen as constituting part of the wider movement which saw many young people come into the folk scene at that time, and which in turn was largely inspired by the development of Folk Rock music from the late 1960s onwards. The young were dissatisfied with what they found. There appeared to have been a drift away from the vital characteristics of the morris: energy, youth, and spectacle. Although the Morris Ring had engendered the revival of morris dancing, it was thought (rightly or wrongly) that it had also been responsible for a rigid attitude towards innovation by encouraging a common repertoire of dances to promote the social aspects of “Ring Meetings”. This included dances from the whole range of available sources and so incorporated several dissimilar “traditions”. Most teams thus gave an indifferent performance in which style and competence in the trickier steps were lacking because of the technical difficulties of a “mixed” repertoire. The few jigs performed were one indication of this general lack of expertise. In short, most revival teams had ceased to question what they are doing and seemed too conformist for significant change to occur.
 Certainly there was little evidence of the development of a rich variation comparable to the old village traditions.


In the past, the style of dancing varied greatly from village to village. Each “tradition” had its own way of stepping; the hand movements and slow capers were often distinctive; and the types and order of figures varied considerably. Whilst it is possible to view these differences as resulting from some vast, geographical game of “Chinese Whispers”, with deviations from an “original” morris style occurring as it was passed on from village to village, it is more likely that each team took great pride in its own dancing and performance. Occasionally several teams would dance together at the great annual gatherings such as the Kirtlington Lamb Ale, and competitions were often held between teams from neighbouring villages. The competitive aspect of morris dancing is generally overlooked today, but competition leads directly to innovation. Competition led to the elaboration of the “Final Figure” in the North-West morris, whilst a special innovation prize has been awarded in the John Gasson Solo Jig Competition in recent years.

Origins

Berkshire Bedlam was formed with these original objectives: 

1:
to develop an original and true-spirited morris style using information from only one village tradition as a starting point.

2:
to dance precisely and in an energetic fashion.

3:
to present a generally spectacular and original performance.


The founder of the team was Jeff Bates
, who had become increasingly dissatisfied with the established morris scene until inspired (as so many at that time were) by the Gloucestershire Old Spot Morris Dancers, who appeared at Bampton on Whit Monday 1974 and subsequently. Old Spot had taken and reconstructed an entire extinct morris tradition from Longborough in Gloucestershire and presented it in a refreshingly colourful, precise and almost unbelievably energetic fashion.


The first suggestions towards the formation of Berkshire Bedlam were made in 1975, but the team’s inaugural meeting was not held until October 1976. The side consisted of students and staff from the Botany Department of Imperial College, and practices were held at the College Field Station at Silwood Park near Sunninghill, Berkshire. The enthusiasm of the student members was such that they travelled to weekly practices from central London.


The team was originally known as “Silwood Morris” and enjoyed a successful first season, at the end of which many original members finished their undergraduate courses and left the area. Efforts were then made to preserve what had been achieved and the team went “public”. A small group of new recruits was gleaned from a local folk club. In effect, the team was re-started at this time. The name was changed to “Berkshire Bedlam” and in the spring of 1978 the team moved to Wokingham. 

The Name


The name “Berkshire Bedlam” is not meant to be a feint imitation of anything else. It was suggested by the reference to “ye bedlom morris” in a paper by E.C. Cawte. The term seemed to express perfectly our approach to morris dancing and had not yet become synonymous with border morris. We now emphasise that there is no “s” in Bedlam to distinguish ourselves from the Shropshire Bedlams, and we threaten to turn up as a border team if we get an invitation as Berkshire Bedlams. We have discussed changing our name but it has a good alliterative ring to it, and by now we are who we are.

Kit

The costume, perhaps not surprisingly, was constructed along similar lines to Old Spot’s, but included red, white and blue rosettes and armbands. Rosettes are worn both front and back to provide a flash of colour when we turn during a dance. The colours red, white and blue were in fact almost ubiquitous amongst the old Cotswold teams and were very appropriate in 1977, as it was the Queen’s Silver Jubilee year. We also wear white shirts, white fencing breeches, white fishermen’s socks, the all-important white shoes and grey top hats. We are a tall team on the whole, and the top hats emphasise our height. We definitely want to stand out in a crowd!

Evolution and Development


There are several possible courses which single-tradition revival sides can take. One is to reconstruct an old tradition and dance this in unvarying form. Another is to create an entirely new tradition, such as the Bantam Cocks’ Raglan. Berkshire Bedlam adopted a third strategy, which was to take a traditional basis and gradually extend and adapt it to modern requirements. It might be thought of as an experiment to see how a historical tradition might have developed had it not died out.


The Field Town tradition (former dances of Leafield and Field Assarts in Oxfordshire) was chosen, partly because of the large and varied repertoire, but also because the Field Town side(s) had a widely acknowledged reputation for good dancing. In 1854, for example, they won a challenge dance held at “The Pike” public house in Minster Lovell against teams from Standlake, Ducklington, Brize Norton and Bampton. There was also an element of irony: present-day teams normally dance “Field Town” in a “graceful” (for which read airy-fairy) manner, but there is strong evidence that the dancing was actually energetic and spirited. When the Travelling Morrice first performed the reconstructed Field Town dances in Leafield, one of the old dancers (Alec Franklin) was not impressed and made it clear that the dancing was fussy and lacked vigour.


Jeff Bates went back to Sharp’s notes, The Morris Book, Schofield’s article in the EFDSS Journal and Lionel Bacon’s Handbook of Morris Dances to see what actually had been collected concerning the Field Town dances. Berkshire Bedlam’s repertoire thus began fairly close to that of the old Field Town side, but the team soon set about making up new dances and tunes.
 The patchiness of the collected material meant that uncertainties about how to do certain steps or dances often arose. Berkshire Bedlam exploited these and usually chose another way from that more commonly practised. This allowed the team to develop its own distinctive style without necessarily deviating far from traditional authority. Some of the subtler stepping details underwent changes, and in some cases we deliberately developed our own ways of doing steps because we thought they looked better. In other instances we achieved “uniqueness” by conforming accurately to what had been collected. We do not dance the spiral rounds or back-steps that have become characteristic “Field Town” features, for instance, because there is no traditional authority for either. Indeed, there is some evidence to suggest that there was an EFDSS-inspired revival of morris dancing in Leafield prior to the First World War which probably introduced some Headington Quarry influences. We are not unduly concerned about the uncertain origins of our dances - if they work, that is good enough. 

Decline and Revival

I first made contact with Berkshire Bedlam along with my brother Simon in September 1986. I had been dancing with Whiteknights Morris at Reading University for a year and soon became hooked. I started going to lots of festivals and workshops and decided to investigate other local teams. Although I had lived in Wokingham all my life I had not known that Berkshire Bedlam had existed. They did not seem to have a high profile and when I finally met them I did not consider that they lived up to the name “Bedlam” by any means. They did not seem especially outrageous, but they did have exceptionally high standards. Indeed, the team’s elite reputation put me off joining immediately as I did not think they would have me if I was already dancing with another team. Nevertheless, I maintained contact by going along to practices during the university vacations. Simon had remained with the team and I used that as an excuse to go along and watch.


I eventually joined Berkshire Bedlam formally in the summer of 1987. I felt jaded after Whiteknights had over-danced that year and needed a new challenge. The two teams seemed to complement each other. Although by no means what I would call a “bad” team, Whiteknights were more conventional because they wanted to have fun. Berkshire Bedlam was “fun” in a different way: it satisfied my desire to dance as well as possible. I knew I had to join when the foreman of Whiteknights described them as “the best”.


I danced with both Whiteknights and Berkshire Bedlam throughout 1988-89. At the beginning of 1990, however, several long-established members of Berkshire Bedlam decided that they had had enough of winter practices. Instead we would choose a handful of events during the summer and just practice for a couple of weeks in advance. This system lasted for two years and we were surprised to find that the standard did not really suffer. We were a small team who tended to dance in the same positions. We all knew the dances from our own positions and were familiar with everyone else in theirs. By limiting how often we met and danced out, we were able to keep the morris “special”.


But it could not last. In January 1992 the team met at “The Dukes Head” public house in Wokingham to discuss the future. Most of the longer-established dancers now decided to retire. They had formed a band (Kickshins) and decided to give that their time and energy. The newer members, however, including Paul, Simon and myself, did not want to stop and decided to continue. Ironically, the team had just gained two new recruits (Rob and Mike) who, of course, also wanted to carry on. Two experienced dancers from other teams (Jerry and Ian) joined us along with a German student named Sebastian. We did not have music, but Alan (the musician from the “old” team) volunteered to play at practices although he did not want to commit himself to playing for us when we danced out in public. So we simply did not dance out that year! We spent all summer practising, apart from one occasion where we appeared in makeshift kit just to give Sebastian a taste of “real” morris before he returned home. Stuart (a dancer from the “old” team, who also played melodeon for Kickshins) volunteered to play for us on that occasion. The lack of regular music was a constraint, but there was also a feeling that we were not yet good enough to appear in public.


In 1993 we managed to “borrow” a musician (Doug) every other week from another local morris team (not without some ill feeling). But at least things were beginning to come together and we enjoyed a successful season, culminating in a tour with Windsor that put the wind up Hammersmith! In 1994 we gained another dancer (Lee) and finally obtained regular musicians (Karen and Jane). Karen’s boyfriend Steve joined before going to teach abroad. To show that we were back in business we entered the Morris Dance Competition at Sidmouth. We did not win, but it was a valuable experience. We gained two more dancers (the two Malcolms) and received an invitation to Sidmouth as a town team the following year.


Although there have been some changes in personnel since (Ian has gone, John and Tim have come, and Gareth has replaced Karen as our melodeon player), it is the core of that team which remains today. Although it is now eight years since the revival, we still refer to ourselves as the “new” team to distinguish ourselves from the “old” team of the 1970s and 1980s.

� What is it about morris dancing? Everyone seems to have an agenda, whether it is men versus women, working class versus middle class, competitive versus non-competitive, “white shoe” versus “black shoe”. Everyone has their own point of view, and the historical evidence concerning other ways is often discounted or overlooked. I am no evangelist. This article is not intended to describe the “right” way or the “wrong” way: it is simply an account of Berkshire Bedlam’s way, and that is good enough for us. It is a “snapshot” of just one team amongst hundreds. As such, it may be of interest to others - or it may not.


� What’s new? This remains equally true today, and not just about Ring teams. There still seems to be a widespread belief that what we do is only morris. By definition it is performed by amateurs and it therefore does not have to be very good. Indeed, I have heard it said that if a team’s performance is too good, then it somehow is not morris! 


� I am indebted to Jeff, whose notes concerning Berkshire Bedlam’s early history have proven invaluable to the writing of this article.


� We take pride in our kit. We dress up, with the emphasis on the up. Our costume is our disguise. It helps us get into “character”. Morris dancers are special. Dressing up and doing funny things puts us beyond the realm of the everyday. We can drop our inhibitions, and witnessing uninhibited behaviour can have a great uplifting effect on an audience. But no inhibitions does not mean no shame. It is ironic that greater freedom also brings greater personal responsibility. Riotousness must always be tempered with respectability. To appear wild and undisciplined actually requires greater discipline if one is to get away with it.


� Some of Jeff’s tunes are still in use. 


� That attitude seems incredible now. I cannot think of too many sides who would refrain from inflicting themselves upon the public in this way!
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