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the story of Longsword dancing aYorkshire tradition
by Trevor Stone



rattle up my boys
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England Ll number of differing styles oi men's ritual or ceremonial dance,

_1r I

_

page 7

all commonly, but in my opinion confusingly, called Morris dances. One of

these styles is Longswcrd dancing with few exceptions, is native to

Yorkshire and parts of County Durham.

‘
.~

=
nlsarl( a dance and

must. be one of recnrds nf the

The dance involves from five to eight performers who each carry a rigid
metal bar or wooden lath apprOi(imatE!ly 30" to 1.0" long including the handle.
The usual pattern of performance starts with the rhythmic clashing of
" swo rds " . This is fol lcwed by the formation of a r ing in which each man

holds the handle of his sword and the point of his There follows

a number of weaving and twisting movements which demand a high degree of

teamwork if the circle is to remain unbroken throughout the dance.
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European

I Dances dances.
Similar dances in Europe are usually associated with religious ceremonies
in the Latin countries and with craft or city guilds in Germanic countries.
Many of these dances have well documented histories with records going
back to the lZ.th century and, although they exhibit many unique
they share many basic moves found in English Loiigsword

Very little research has been done to make comparisons of detail nor is
there much knowledge of the factors which influence the international spread
of dances of this family. Such a study may provide more understanding of
the origins of all sword dances.
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TM. of Ike Dance
Wecan be the purpose behind 50mQ the
Cclnponents of our For examplc‘ magic circles,
nlual beheadmg and of the lo

drlvc awaydevils - all seem [O the of pagan which
have evolved over the years our present-day displays of skill.

Ihn men

Same lhis lheory can he found in the dante from Grenoside.

in Soulh This dance enacts lhu rnual of

or Csaptam, by placing lock over his head. Each dancer then
wnhdraws his Own with a sweep and lhc vict lm to lhe f l oo r .

The Captain also wears a cap of ammal skin which may mdicate
lmk wnh earner rnuals.
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At one stage it assimilated influences from the Christian church, from the
Crusades, and more recently from the major social changes of the last
century. l t only just managed to survive the influences of the World Wars.

It s importance to us now lies not in its leaked out magic but rather in our
need to retain and nurture remaining regional idiosyncrasies in order to
counter the trend towards the day of the "Br i t ish Standard Englishman".

To help to speed up this restoration of interest Longsword dancing needs

a sympathetic audience, preferably with a commitment to this regional ethos.
With suitable encouragement and backing todays teams may develop the
confidence to allow the dance to evolve in the way it did so often in the past.

The 1970's saw a revival of interest in types of folk dance. Yorkshire now
boasts twelve teams, often called sides, who specialise in Longsword dances.
plus at least six other sides who mix Longsword with dance forms once native

to the Cetswolds, the North West or Tyneside. The motives of these revival
dancers vary considerably. Some seek exercise, some companionship, some
look for a chance to display their skills; but many sti l l have a dedication to
local tradition.

Very few dancers have an academic interest in the origins of their dance. They

prefer to leave the theories to others while they concentrate on keeping the
tradition alive. lt matters l i t t le to them. nor to their standard of performance,

to know whether the dance spread with the Viking invasions, or i f it was in-
fluenced by travellers returning lrom the Crusades, or i f the dance was once
the exclusive right of a guild of metal workers.

Whilst earl ier dancers usually had respect for the past, they seldom regarded
the dance as inv io la te , al lowing i t to change and take on new elements
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Dances of
Another unresolved question hinges aruund the geographical distribution of
various types of dance and their earl ier concentration in specific areas.

-'
_swnonwcss

_ '
.

=. wssrmuts

_

Longsword dancing flourished in Yorkshire in the 1800's but had it once
existed elsewhere and died out?

We will never know, but it new seems certain that these regional links

are gone forever as teams of men [ram John 0' Greats to Lands End perform
all styles of dance.
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Any study of the spread and development of a custom must consider how,
where, when and why it took place in the form that it did.

For example, most of our information on the distribution of dances dates
from 1830 to l9lL. This must have a bearing on our interpretation of the

It is tempting to assume that regional concentration of dances was
due to the slow spread of ideas and to the difficulty of travel. This was
obviously a factor but it must be kept in balance.

Travel within limited areas, or for some sectors of society was common.
Large numbers of soldiers travelled for England was almost permanently
at war. This may have resulted in the inclusion of the character the Turkish
Knight in folk plays and the fact that some dancers are introduced as
historical heroes. There also existed large numbers of itinerant workers
who carried out such seasonal work as harvesting and sheep shearing and
had the opportunity to see customs from other regions.

Rather than assume lack of knowledge of other traditions it is neces-
sary to appreciate the strong emotional commitment which attached to
a local t rad i t ion . We find that the dance was usual ly most healthy where

there was a strong sense of local community. This is a particularly
valuable characteristic which many modern teams would be well advised
to foster.

The of the ClevelandDances
A study of some of the most tenacious teams often reveals the influence

of a dedicated family. Teams often contained a number of brothers and
i t usual fo r sons to fol low the i r fathers into the team. From the

recent history of teams in the Cleveland area we can trace the influence
of the Featherstone and Winspear families.
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Both North Skelton and Lingdale dances are now universally accepted as part of
the Longsword tradition. The North Skelton dance must be the most performed

dance of the genre, possibly because it is the most sophisticated and most fully

recorded dance readily available to new sides. The English Folk Dance
& Song Society publish a leaflet which gives full details of the dance as it was
in the 1930‘s, a which incorporates minor changes compared with

notes taken in 1911.

fa
In the 1920's and 30‘s the North Skelton team attracted a good deal of

attention. Rolf Gardiner. a collector and writer. visited the team just
beiore Christmas in 1925- In the late he published a private
magazine for a group called the Ring. One of these “Letters
from Springhead“ in 1959 contained an article entitled "Homage to North
Skelton: a recollection of 1925" which includes the following:

"About o ‘ c l o c k t he miners came i n , one by one

o r i n p a i r s , They were a l l

dressed, with clean white scarves around the
throat, and caps. Since six in morning
had been in the the was over at two. They
were d i s t i n c t i v e o f men, wi th
ind iv idua l faces, and were very qu ie t , hushed, a curious

expectant light in eyes. One jaunty looking fair
ha i r e d man, a blend o f Corn ish and Dane, c a r r i e d a box

his accordian; held the swords,
shining weapons tempered,
inches long and very
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Agr i cu l t u ra l workers were laid o l l \he

and nowork nopay. msomeareas strikes by
resulted and of nmc the Longsword

toured the area, oflcn acccmpumcd by of cx\ra
whose main aim wc|5 to money.

lour by a group from Goalhland over I00 m
nhe party. number at lwo of dancers were
accompanied by some of wnh
the play such G5 lhc King and Lady, and zhe Fool wnh an old
called Betsy. As in most customs based on rnuzals. lho purl of
characters was always taken by men anired. The party
included musicians. banner ca r r i e rs and <.\ large number Clowns known

as Toms.

/\ smaller tour was staged m area around
and was phorographed clrca The dancers

by of Toms (here is no record of aMummers play hemg
pcrformea.
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ta
The old tours must have created a major diversion as they moved around
the local towns and villages but the party seemed good humoured in spite
of reports that fisherwomen in Whitby pelted them with mud, eggs and even
red hot coins before they were allowed to dance. The takings on the tour

were usually pooled with a prize going to the best collector. The rest of

the collection, which sometimes included gifts of produce. was shared among
the men after deduction of expenses, which would include the cost of the
"Plough Stot Rosh“, a supper and social dance to mark the end of the tcur.
The Skelton team is reputed to have modified i t ' s dance in the late 1890's

to suit six men, rather than eight, so that they did better out of the collection

These tours often covered large distances. In the l850‘s the team from
Askham Richard, near York, travelled to the outskirts of Leeds calling at
2A villages on their 60 mile round tr ip .

These early tours, and the absence of detail in the few written records we
have, make it very difficult to establish which villages had their own team
and which were visited regularly by touring teams.

"A -SwordDanceof
Not only do most early records fail to state the origin of the dancers but

they also neglect to describe in any meaningful detail. such phrases
as "there followed a rustic sword dance of great antiquity."

The educated elite, usually the local vicar and schoolmaster,

were often newcomers to the community or had spent long periods in more
cosmopolitan surroundings. They were the people with the education to
make meaningful records of what they saw but they usually neglected to
do so as they did not appreciate the value of what they regarded as naive

attempts by the peasantry at entertainment. They seldom considered the
power oi‘ the underlying folk memory which reinforced the social and



nn u [e

p a s ns0 . 1 . 1

S P M

S fl [ d . I l ' \ S

q a n s9

1 a > | s n u 1p 1 0c s

_ Q < _ ; g 1
u 1

a u l o su]s a
15a z u n

' 1 q E n o s

ssalp

v za . 1 o \ uQ ]

I no ea q u m us

' p 1 ~ \ 0 J 3a

m op o o l s

2. 1 0cm. 1 0

1 0p u E

1 9 \ { ]

' e u 1 T \ 1 s o 30

A

v

aJ op u

: 1

q

E l

~

.,

.

,

_ ..

. _ - _

q

cw0 1eq zslll

sq )

0 1M v . [qU l. 1 1 1 0

o s; oe
p

os[v1 |l n qs nu

0

. 1 a q u . m u

'pauenp e q

§

pa m

o suv



rapldly qua5i—mili\ary encouraged
by growmg popularny of large scale tableaux such as the Ripon

mounted by animpresario namedD‘/\rcy
Ferns. the Kirkby Malzeard Longsword dancers and

\hcm in new military style costumes. He even persuaded

' them ro change characters include a bearer.

l

I
local

onone tours.

rs , from Suulh Yorksh i re ,
wear a reputedly based on a Dragoon's uniform of 1825.

have mzldcminor both the and lheir dance
Sharp recorded detai ls 1n 1911.
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The team from the fishing town of Flamborough was even more
to earth. They abandoned the idea of special costume and danced in
the i r working clothes. The i r dance is e150 unique in that they hold

wooden laths, similar to those used to repair fishing nets, in their
lef t hands other teams hold the i r in the i r r ight

The Flamborough teamwerephotographed anddetails at
dance recorded in 1913. Teams have performed the town at

i r regular intervals since this time —a new team was established

as recently as 1979.

22

I f modern dance sides, especially the new revival sides, had the
fidence to adopt a similarly pragmatic attitude to costume we could see
sides with based on denim instead cl the highly fanciful, and
often wholly impractical outfits based on theatrically historical styles

most teams sport today,
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Six Bold
Some dances still retain links with the folk play. Others have
long since lost this connection or it has been truncated to the
form of an introductory song, called a "call ing on song", in which

each of the dancers is introduced to the audience as a traditional
character or hero. Often it was even further reduced to the form
of a brief introductory verse. The North Skelton team used the
preamble:

Sword dancers we are young,
We‘ve never danced here before,

we‘l1 do we can,
And can do no more.

The captain or fool would then call on the team to “Rattle up" and

the performance started.

Raffle Up—
Many of the fully recorded dances comprise a single, continuous

performance. In others the dance is broken into five. or in one case,
seven separate figures, each figure starting with a repeated chorus

and ending with the formation of a lock. Both types share many move-

ments and features. all dances start with a"high basket " in
which the tips of the swords are crossed high above the centre of the
circle. As the music starts the dancers rhythmically clash their
swords and begin their circ l ing. The step used varies from a skip-

step to a smooth, fast walk, with many variants in between, but it
seldom involves the complex footwork which marks other types of

r i tual dance. Very few Longsword dances include variations to
the basic stepping although the dance from Grenoside in South

Yorkshire involves some sequences of clog "shuffle stepping".
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L

movement vn turn. In Lhcse the circle must not be broken.

Anydancer a sword risks seven years bad
of the and even buy round Icr

the rest of No many dancers so rehevcd

to the lock raised at the chmax of the performance‘.

Some mclude a in dancer deliberalcly
breaks the ring and Ins sword perform indwidual

may involve Gfigure of or
passing under archcs made by \he others.

oh
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There are over 25 distinctly different moves. Even those having the

same name and basic format are performed differently by different

teams, so the range of variations in style and combination of move-
mcnts is very great, even among teams performing dances derived
from the same family of dances.

Fu l l wr i t ten descr ip t ions can be found in the b0Ok by Ceci l Sha rp , "The

Sword Dances of Northern England",originally published in three volumes
between 1912 and but now reprinted as one volume. It contains in-
formation on some Rapper, or short sword dances from Tyneside, which

appear to be a developed variant of the more basic longsword dances. lt

also contains much fascinating background information and detailed instruc-
lions for the longsword dances from Grenoside and Handsworth from South
Yorksh i re ; Haxby, Askham Richard, Ampleforth and Esc r i ck from the Vale

of York; Kirkby Malzeard from North Yorkshire; and Sleights from the
Cleveland area.

_S. .2... ..

There is a temptation with such detailed written instructions to try to learn
the dance from the book. I consider that learning a dance can be compared
with following a recipe, one should follow the basic recipe but also allow for
personal interpretation and a measure of innovation. It is di f f icul t to avoid a

stultifying elfect when to learning such things as dances from abook.
l t is much better for the beginner to join an established team or for the newly
formed team to seek the help of an experienced dancer. ln this way the dance
continues to develop and it is not turned into n formaliscd,academic exercise.
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Initially he me and
1912 ho wrote the m many He wanled gm

lo a \'15H he for unknown

reason his pan of me coumy to Ihc Ihe
road thus excluding from his many vvllages we SIHCE
dances around Ih1&=

The hns enqmry very valuable of vhe
of dance wnhin lnvmg memory 01' of

together wnh the work of later rcsulled 1n of lrw on.;e
0Xl5l1!'\g in over of regularly

by Sharp in 1913 North of Kxrkby
M 1 1. .
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The 1929 W0mens' Insulute was held al Castle Howard w\lh

lhrec m Longsword class, the results being Ainsty w.1.
(92 W.I. (88 marks) and W.l. marks).
These only a few years but they helped Interest
in lhc dance when may otherwise have dncd out.
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Careful research is sti l l unearthing information which gives us a
ful ler picture of the history and spread of the dance. l t is certain

that much valuable information is sti l l in existence in the ownership

of people who do not realise its value.

The author would be very interested to hear of any information, no
matter how fragmentary, relating to Longsword dancing or any other

customs which pre-date the second World War.

Occasionally a chance find can provide an answer to some questions
but raise others. For example, the chance discovery of an early l9th

century notebook provided details of a play and sword dance from
Riccall. nine miles south of York.

This find reinforced the theory that there had once been a thriving
family of dances in the East Riding. This notebook. written by
the local school master, refers to an event circa l820 but the note
had been re-written sometime before 1885 as part of a glossary
of local dialect words and phrases.
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I this timeadrawing ofasword lock
had been e lock quite unlike any
we previously knew of. We do not know

. whether this drawing was added as an
artists impression based on the written

I I
reference or i f it was drawn from

‘
hand observation.

I f we could be sure that it was the latter i t would add support to
the view that other shapes were in regular use for the lock.
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- Revival- orFoe?
During the late 1960's and early l970's there was an increase tn

popularity of folk music, Qspcclally when it ternporarlly
became part of the popular \'l1\.\SlC scene during the era of (lower
power and hippie culture. Young people flooded into Folk song

to sing songs or songs of romantic escapism which
reflected the current mood.

revival threw upmanyproblems, malnly caused by the
adverse mfluence of big business and a very ur\—trat‘lticmal

municaticns system. Fortunately tt had some saving features
which helped it to out l ive Short enrhusiasms.

In the of this renewed interest in folk music came an increased

in all forms of tradttonal dance, an interest often taken up
with all the fervour. and inconsistency of converts to a cause. Lll1k5

with past became revered, in such aspects as
the regional distribution of dances.

ln the same way that generations 0f children have been brought up to

think of Rusl<\n‘s continental Maypole dancing, as anEnglish
so children throughout the country have been taught Morris

dancing as a national dance rather than a regional dance.
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lhe initiative of the men from Klrkburlon. near Iluddersfleld who

l evldence Longsword dance, known locally as "Rapier" dance,

once performed in lhelr village. They did not have éi da
but they sel lo a new Kirkbllrlon dance.

A

‘ nce nolatlon

aFigure
call

If and fulure persist and develop lheir dance ll will obviously
I become an local custom,a part of changing and developing Long-

sword Such thought may suck in throats of
conservative and I‘Om3l1Il[‘ folk fans but il is much closer lo tradillonal

process than fantasy loday.
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