lasue 1
THE MORRIS ALE IN THE EARLY NINETEENTH CENTURY

The svidence from churchwardens® accounts is that Ales originated or were adopted
to ralse money for parochial and charitable purposes.Such gatherings were very
succesaful and thus Whitsun Ales were continued: long after the reasoms for their
existance had ceased,but beimg carried on merely for profit or sport,degemerated
into amusements of a more rollicking and bolsterous character.Not infrequent im
the early 19th cent they had stopped by the secomd half of the century.The loss of
such meetings must have been ome factor im the decline of the Cotswold Morris.The
following is drmwa from several acecounts iretaining the flavour of the language.

Facilities
The ideal site would be mear the middle of a village where the use of &2 barm could
be obtained,with a nearby grees on which a bovwer amd maypole could be erected,

The Maypole was set up the day before the Ale and remained up for the rest of the
feast.It was a bare pole ormamented with ribbomns and flowers and a garland of
flowers adorming the top.The colours were sonetimos what ever was available but
often they were those of the mobleman or leading fanily of the mrish,

The covered area for eocial dancing was often a bower constructed of boughs or
a tent erected for the purpose.Sometimes it would be an empty barn or shed;at
Woodstock the Duke provided one soma 50 ft long,with benches round the sides and
decorated with evergreens,which was called the "Bowery”.Here the maidens and swaims
assembled to dance in the best mamner their circumstances and place could afford.
Fach young fellow would treat his girl with a ribbon or favour and they would hoof
and clunp"up and down the middle and up again",

Atlarge enpty barn or some such building would be mamed for the occasion "The Loxd's
Mansion or Hall",It would be fitted up with zeats to accomodate the company.An
area called "My Lord's Buttery" would have several terrels of ale,brewed for the
Purpose.Another area,fitted up with branches and flowers,was called "My lady's Bower"
and used for the sale of confectionary and cakes,newly haked,for a dally supply
of which a neighbouring oven was engaged,

Econorics
The Fay-games at this period were plamned by the pons of wealthy farmers who

undertook the burden of the expence in case it ran at a loss.,

The interded Ale would be announced by the Morris Dancers on their rounds and also
made known upon the market days iw all the adjacent towns.The dancers also mid

visite to the halls of neighbouring gentry where they ueually obtained a contribution,
The Maypole ard boughs for the bower were purchased sometimes but more commonly

they were obtainred as a don.‘ation.The ale\previou:ly brewed was s0ld without a license,
and its sale together with the cakes'con'ﬁctionary and large quantity of ribboms
usually saved the promoters ﬁ%{ .'1\65.":'.. )
The Loxd and Lady

At first such mestings could be attended by the highest im the marish with mropriety
and under these circumstances the cholce of the lsaders of the festivities,called

the "Lord" and "Lady",or May Queen, was an honour to be wished,
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The two peruons wers chosea before the neeting.Care was taken to select a smart,
active amd handsome villager as "Loxd™ of the May or Feast.It is doubtful whether
he derived any financial advantage from the rsvemus that supported his state.The
organisers or the friends of the Lord ricked out’a lady,who ideally was a 1lively,
metty woman,the daughter of some respectable farmer,and to whom it could 1rove
the mrelude to obtaining a husbtand.She was mid for her services,being allowed daily
Perhaps 20 yards of ribbon and new shoes and at the end of the sports a guinea or so,

The Lord and Lady were dressed as suitably as they could be to the ‘character they
assumed,gayly and bedecked with ribbons,and,with their attendants,wers free in their
offers o£5 <] e?o?‘ro N géfor the acceptance of which a fee was expected.Both
carried/a bougquet or "Mace",vwhich consisted of a short stick stuck into a emall
square of board,from the four cormsrs of which semi-circular hoops crosaed diagonally,
The whole would be covered with silk ribbons finely plaited and £i1led elther with
splces and perfumes for such of the commny to smell as desired it,or small cake,
1ike the modern Banbury cake,called the "Whit-cake" and these wers offered to people
to taste im returm for a small rayment.At Kirtlington the mace was decorated in the
Dashwood .coloura of pimk and blue,with rosettes at intervals,and silk streamers from
the four corners.The colours of the two maces were reversed,Tha Lord might also
carry & tin money box 8lung over his shoulder called the "Treasuxry",

The Procession

The celebrations would start with a procession round the village to the Lord's Hall,
Perhaps starting at the Lady's home,led by the Loxd and Lady either walking or
being carried om a wooden horse.Their attendants coumld be quite numerous.There night
be 2 stewvard,a sWord-bearer, purse~bearer and mace-bsarar to look after the tadges
or enslgns of office.There would be "My Lord’s Footman or Waiting Man" who might
also be the man who carried a msket of cakes for sale."My lady's Maid" helped to
sell the ribbons,but she also carried & mace that might be named the "Mace of Miaschief"
, because the flowers were often nischievously enwoven with pins as well ag briars
to tickle the noses of her admirers,

Besldes a trainbearer or page there would be a fool or jester,whose Iresence gave
1ife to the show,called the "Squire".He was dressed in motley and his ribtaldry and
gosticulations contributed not a 1ittle to the entertainment of some of the company,
He was furmished with & weapon to rrevent the crowd from impeding the progress of
the Lord and lady consisting of a stick about thres feet im length with a calf ox
ox tall at one end and an inflated bladder suspended at the other.Altematively to
the bladder there could be a parrow round sand tag sewsd in tan leather,The fool
made very free use of his weapon im clearing a mth or a dancing spot and the
Incorrigble on whom the bladder or tag had repeatedly fallen without effect seldom
ventured a second stripe from the tail.He wae expected to have a wiee or fooligh
speech ready upon every occaslon,for by the laughter his nonsense occasioned was
commonly decided his ability as a clown.In his endeavours to raise a laugh he would
try to take a man's hat off by a mere whisk of the tall,or bomnet him by hringj.ng
his hat down over his syes by a blow from the bladder.For such tricks,rough as they
were,he had full immunity in the gemeral privilege of the clown,
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The Lord‘’s music would be a pipe and taborsr or fiddler and he would play for the morris, :
The rocesslon was completed by the tand of morris dancers.At Kirtlington before
dancing they went around the mpectators carrying each a "crown-cake” on the top of
their hat,.These were &bout 9 inches across and made of an outer crust of rich currant
aod plum dough with a centre of minced meat and batter.Contributions iz money were
expected Just for looking at then.l‘;or half a crown & whole cake could be bought and
as thls was supposed to bring good luck to the buyer a plece was often kept throughout

the year,
The Curiosities
Early in the moraing the Lord and lady with their attendants waited by the Maypole

for visitors.To these festivities the Morris Dancers came in eets from far and near,
those from & distance perhaps on horseback with the manes and heads of the horees
decorated with flowers,ribbons and rosettes.The procession led them first to the
bower and then to the manslon to be shown the "Curiosities™,The regulations and

Torfelts of the establishment were explaimed and finally the party invited to
mriake of the refreshments,The Lord and Lady then returned to the Maypole to wait
other visitors.If while they were engaged another set arrived,often with a goodly
number of thelr village,the new party would wait at a distance until the cavalcade
could be preceded in due state.

The Curiosities were hung about outside or inside one of the buildings.A live or
ptuffed owl or a portrait of one was placed in a cage and called "My Lady's Farrot®.
Other somgless birds such as the rook,jackdavw or raven were called "My lady's
Nightingales".A portrait of a liorn was called "My Lady®s Lapdog"™ and one or two
threshing f1ails hung over a bsam were called "My Lady's Nut Cracker” or "My Lord's
Organ".Anyone using a name for these and other such obJects other than that given
then became 1iable to & fine.For calling them by thelr real names it could be as
nuch as & shilling forfeited. No inconsiderable rortion of good humour and mirth
arose from the non-payment of forfelts,He that refused to my was forced to ride
on the wooden horse or "My Lord‘s Charger or Palfrey" ard the same Penalty was
irflicted on aryone who miscalled it ag for anything else,

The Cotswold Hobbyhorse was mot a tourney horse or stick animal as inm the rest of
Britain but similar in character to the Gymnastic Vaulting Horse.It was a wooden
rachine which could stand on four lega a convenlent four fest high,which could be
carried on one or two stout poles,that stuck out in front and behind, shoulder high
around the green.It could be painted and have a repiesentation of a horse's head
with a bridle.Upon the horse was a chair for the lady,usually mounted sldeways,such
that she could hold the reins.The mn sat astride the pole behind her alaxcing as
best he could,

The Penalties

Every m2n who mid the fine was Irivileged to mount the horse and be carried with
the Lady round the boundaries with kisses unlimited and whethsr he was a bashful
or forvard gallant the process alvays mroved a subject of merriment for the spactators,

-
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A fine was often willingly imcurred as mem and mere boys wishad to boast of their
ride and of kissing the lady,and many females for mere frolic would follow suit,
When a woman paid forfeit she took the lady's place and the Lord had to moumt
and do the kissing mrt.
If a man would not my in money he had to mount the horse per force and alone,with
& practlcal lesson in rough-riding which he would not easily forget.This made it
akin to the horse used as & punishment in the Army in the 17th cent,If he still
refused to pay his hat was taken in lleu.Many University men would come over from
Oxford for Ales mear Woodstock to ride the wooden horse for the fun of the thing
and frequent fights tock place between them and the norris dancers when they would
not my.
This was not the only indignity applied - for example there was jumping over the
overwide muddy pond or stream.
The Oxonian
The Oxonlan was walking one evening.He was suddenly aroused from his reflections.
On enquiry of an honest,chubby looking clod-pole he learnt it was a Whitsun-Ale,
"On elbowing through the throng,the first fellow I met who was engaged as a mrty in
the revels was an 0ld man dresged up In motley garb of a Tom Fool or Clown and I nust
say he looked his character to perfection.
'How do master?' cried he,'May I asgk your honour what you eall that yonder?',pointing
to a mainted wooden horse placed in the middle of a ring.
‘A wooden horse,to be sure’,said I,'What should you think it was?!
‘A shilling,sir,if you please,’ answered the clovn,'A forfeit,if you please gir,®
’A forfeit,a forfeit!What for?',I enguired, 'I'11 give you no shilling I assure you,"'
‘Bring out his Lordship's gelding.Here's a gentleman who wisheas for a ride! Bring
out the geldingiHis Lordship's groom.Hey: Tell her Iadyship to be mounted! °
Here I vae selzed by 4 or § clunsy clod-poles,dressed up in coloured rags and ribbons,
They were forthwith proceeding to place me on the wooden hobby Just mentioned,behind
an ugly,red-haired,freckled trull,who personated the Lady of the re\'rels »1 bellowed out
that I would my the forfeit without more to do,and thus was I scounced of a shilling,
for not calling the cussed wooden hobby his Yordship's geldinrg.Shortly after,one of
her ladyship's maids of honour canme up to me,and begged me to look at the pretty bird
in the c2ge,hanging over her ladyship's saloon,or dirty oblong tent made of tarpaulin,
This was & great ugly white owl,stuffed,and I thought I should be safa by answering
that it was 1lhe very handsomest owl I had ever seen! No sooner had I uttered this,then
the falr maid of honour mcreamed out in treble,shriller than the squeak of a Xras .
porker or a pig~driveras horn!
‘A forfelt,sir,if you please,a shilling forfeit,®
'Pooh’,said I,' I've mid forfeits enough'
Or which,continuing in the same stwmi,'Brimg out her ladyship's cook!Here's a gemtlasmn
who wishes to marry her! *
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On this all the dirty teggages,which formed the group of her ladyship's Maids

of Honour,brought out & fat ugly wench,with a mose and cheeks reddened with trick
dust,and bearing a toasting fork in ome hand and a dish-clout in the other; amd
were on the poimt of commencing a mock ceremony of marriage betweem myself and this
falir slren of the kitchen; in the course of which I was to have received thres
Fricks with the toasting fork on each buttock and to have had my mose wiped

with the dish-clout,had I not saved myself by producing a shilling as the pemalty
of my mistake which consisted,as I wan afterwards given to understand,in mot
denominating the stuffed owl as her ladyship's "Canmary Bird" ! "

CONFESSIONS OF AN OXONIAN by Thomas Little,3 vols 1826,Vol 1 , PP 169-73.
Comment
With such boisterous and wmsophisticated humour it is eaky to understand what
offended Vicorian sensibilitlies and yet such behaviour in only just below the surface
today.It s very suggestive that the morris obtained its stock of characters from
the Ales and not vice versa.People are more likely to dress up and play around for
the then equivalent of today's Carnival,than to bs attached to a speclalist activity

like the norris,

R L Domnett
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