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N o t e s  f r o m  t h e  O f f i c e

Sharing the Vision: Themes and Practical Ideas 
for Vibrant Dance Communities (Part 2)
by Max Newman, Youth Projects Intern

  Traveling and talking 
with folks, I’ve learned more 
about what makes vibrant 
music and dance communities. 
I’m sharing a few insights and 
ideas in this column, directed 
primarily at organizers of 
dances but useful, I suspect, to 

many roles in many communities.
 The Vision: It’s the least technical, most 
overlooked, and perhaps most important aspect of any 
dance. A vision is the frame through which organizers, 
performers, and dancers make their decisions, the 
ideal for which they strive, the source from which 
they draw inspiration. But for that to work, people 
have to know what it is.
 You must have a vision to share a vision. 
Organizers, performers, and dancers all have (at 
least) one, whether or not they have articulated it. 
Having a vision that is articulated gives organizers 
and the community as a whole valuable guidance and 
inspiration. * 
 Avoid the Vision Void. While not without 
merit, an unsubstantive vision–sometimes expressed 
as the “so long as it’s fun for the dancers” attitude–is 
often a dodge. After all, what is “fun,” who are “the 
dancers,” and how do you determine what “they” 
want? Organizer Larry Jennings noted, “If there is no 
objective, you cannot achieve it.” An organizer’s vision 
should be engaged with the community, but this 
doesn’t mean shying away from presenting a vision 
that will inspire ideas and attitudes dancers may not 
have even know they shared. 
 You must communicate the vision for people 
to know the vision. Make sure people know what your 
vision is by sharing it in both passive ways, e.g., in 
writing, and active ways, e.g., person-to-person. 
 Write it out. How else do you know what it 
is? It might be a few sentences or a few pages, but it 
should define what you care about. 
 Make it accessible. Put a public version of 
your vision prominently on your website. Email 
newcomers a link to it. Have it on fliers at the door. 
Put up posters with your values, e.g., “Anyone can ask 
anyone to dance!”   
 Each individual in the community is an asset 
for communicating a vision, both through their words 
and through their actions. Most central are:

The organizers.•	  If you are to help communicate the 
vision, you benefit from being visible. Some ideas 
to consider: make announcements, wear name 
badges, and have posters with your pictures.
The performers.•	  Share the vision with performers. 
Maybe this means explaining how to treat sit-ins 
to the band or suggesting to the caller how much 
time for socializing between dances is appropriate. 
Callers have authority and visibility and they can 
assist sharing (and crafting) a dance’s vision so be 
sure they know what it is.
The	 leaders	 on	 the	 floor.•	  Share the vision with 
those charismatic and wonderful people on the 
floor, especially leaders of peer groups, e.g., a 
homeschool group. You may find this to be an 
informative two-way street. 

 State your vision in positive terms. Presumably 
you like your vision because there is something fun 
and wonderful about it. Although there’s a place for 
“no” and “don’t”, presenting the joy behind your vision 
is the most compelling way.
 Crafting and sharing a vision has many 
rewards and I hope organizers and others continue to 
share techniques to make this happen.

* For an excellent articulated vision, see “10 Things 
About BIDA” which will posted on our website in early 
January as an addendum to this column.

Group Corner
by Jeff Martell, Group Services Manager

 We can’t tell you enough how 
grateful we are for the remarkable 
work you do at the local level to 
support and promote English and 
American dance and song. You are 
the ones out there making your 
dance and song events happen: 
you are the leaders, the musicians, 
the dancers, the sound system 

haulers, hall-renters, web site maintainers, mailing 
list compilers, and brownie-bakers. Your events are 
happening in hundreds of large and small venues all 
across the continent.
 Those of you directly involved in organizing 
dance and song activities are probably aware of at 
least part of what CDSS is doing to support you, but 
there may be some things you are unaware of.
 Some of your local dance leaders may have 
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attended our summer programs or camps, where 
they learned new dances, shared insights and ideas 
with other dance leaders, became better dancers, 
strengthened their commitment to the dance 
community, made important connections, and learned 
from some of the finest leaders and musicians in the 
world.  Your leaders and musicians may even have 
taken one of our many leadership training courses or 
received scholarship assistance from us in order to 
attend any of the above.  Your local leaders have the 
opportunity to use your Group Priority form to gain 
some advantage in the camp lottery.
 Your group may get tax exempt status or 
liability insurance through CDSS.  This is the kind 
of nuts and bolts support that allows the music and 
dance to happen, but that folks in front of the house 
never see. Your group might have received a grant 
from New Leaders for leadership training, youth 
activities or mentorship programs.  You may have 
purchased hard to find dance and song materials from 
the CDSS Store! You may have received outreach 
grants for dance organizer training, or to produce 
an event, book or CD. (What? You have not applied 
for one? Go check it out at www.cdss.org/outreach.
html).  You may have gotten business advice or made 
connections with other groups through the CDSS staff 
or board, or had our Youth Intern host a discussion at 
one of your events.  
 CDSS has a lot to offer groups, and we are 
just getting started! Wait until you see what is coming 
down the pike for the CDSS Centennial in 2015!  This 
will be the last print version of the newsletter, but 
rest assured, the Group Corner will continue on in 
the new online version and on the website. Our Group 
Affiliates are what keeps the music going!

More About the Online News
by Caroline Batson, Editor

 Thanks to those who sent 
their congratulations or concerns 
about the plan, announced in 
the last issue, for an online-only 
newsletter. Two concerns in 
particular cropped up: receiving 
large attachments in people's 
email and a dislike of reading long 
articles on a computer screen. 
For the first, as soon as each 

issue is ready, we’ll send you an email announcing 
the posting, with a link to the issue (i.e., no inbox-
busting attachments); for the second, posting the 
newsletter online only, while not the ideal solution, 
is the most affordable option to us these days. A four-

page highlights version of each issue will be mailed to 
those members without Internet access or for whom 
we don’t have email addresses.
 We expect to keep the quarterly publication 
schedule although some deadlines may change. If you 
haven’t given us your email address yet to get our 
quarterly eblasts and, beginning in the spring, the 
online newsletter, go to the Site Login section on our 
website, www.cdss.org. 

 
Support CDSS
by Robin Hayden, Development

 Our annual fund appeal is 
underway!  As you know, we count 
on your support for everything we do.  
Your gift will enable us to continue 
providing outreach, scholarships, 
advice, group services, camp programs, 
print, media, and online resources, 
and so much more, to the traditional 

dance, music, and song community.  
 If you’ve already contributed, thanks so much.  
If you haven’t gotten around to it yet–no time like the 
present!  You can mail your credit card info or check, 
made out to CDSS, to PO Box 338, Haydenville, MA, 
01039 (be sure to specify “fund appeal”) or make your 
gift online at www.cdss.org/general-donation.html.  
It’s easy, tax deductible, and so important.  As Max 
Newman writes in this year's appeal, “Your support 
changes lives.”  So true!

Publications Desk
by Pat MacPherson, Education

 As part of our e-library, we are 
excited to announce that the dances 
and reconstructions of Charles 
Bolton are now available on our 
website. Sincere thanks to Charles 
for granting CDSS permission to 
publish his life’s work in such as 
way as to make it available to the 
widest possible audience, and to 

Trevor Monson, who was the instigator of the project 
and who tirelessly scanned every page of every book. 
As you explore this vast collection, you will find both 
well-known dances and hidden gems. 
 Retreads is a collection of interpretations of 
ninety-two English country dances from seventeenth  
and eighteenth century sources, the majority from 
volumes of Playford’s Dancing Master, plus selections 
from Johnson, Thompson, Walsh, Burbank, Griffiths, 
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and Kynaston. The collection is in Volumes 1-9, 
and includes two previously unpublished dances. 
Each dance appears with music, the original dance 
instructions, Charles’s interpretations, and notes on 
interpretative decisions. You may search by dance 
title, volume and page number.
 Charles is also a prolific composer and 
choreographer for English country dancing. His nine 
booklets of original dances, with original or traditional 
music, plus more reconstructions, are also online and 
are searchable by dance title, volume title, volume and 
page number. Booklet titles include: The Optimist, 
More Optimistic Dances, Not All My Own Work, More 
of the Same, Courtesy Turns, Occasions, People and 
Places, What’s New, and Round Robin.

Camp Notes
by Steve Howe, Programs

 We’ve added some special 
mini-courses  to  our 2011 summer 
programs. At OGONTZ, Teachers 
Training Course, taught by Jane 
Miller, will run concurrently with 
Family Week, July 30-August 6. 
At PINEWOODS, Singing Squares 
Callers Course, taught by Ralph 

Sweet and Nils Fredland, will be held during 
American Week, July 30-August 6; English Dance 
Musicians Course, taught by Jacqueline Schwab, and 
a Viol Intensive, taught by Mary Springfels, will be 
held during Early Music Week, August 13-20; and 
American Dance Musicians Course, taught by Eden 
MacAdam-Somer and Larry Unger, will be held 
during English & American Dance Week, August 27-
September 3.  
 CAMP JOBS―Each year we need help 
running our summer dance and music camps. If one 
of the following appeals to you, write to me c/o CDSS, 
PO Box 338, Haydenville, MA 01039, or camp@cdss.
org. Sound system operators are needed at all weeks, 
with compensation ranging from full scholarship to 
paid staff, depending on the session. Office positions are 
available at Pinewoods, from July 16-September 3, at 
Timber Ridge from August 13-21, and at Ogontz from 
July 30-August 6. In exchange for full scholarships, we 
need lifeguards with CPR/First Aid certificates for all 
sessions, dining hall managers for all sessions, and a 
doctor or nurse for Family and Campers’ weeks. Some 
full scholarships are also available at Ogontz for kitchen 
and/or grounds work and some evening monitoring of 
sleeping children. In exchange for partial scholarships, 
we need assistant lifeguards and evening monitors for 
all Family and Campers’ weeks.

 SCHOLARSHIPS―One of the finest things 
about dance and music camps is the monetary 
assistance given by curent and former campers 
through scholarship donations. Many of us have been 
lucky recipients of these gifts so we know firsthand 
its benefits. When registering for camp this year–or 
even if you can’t attend–we urge you to help someone 
else attend. We are happy to accept large or small 
donations to the general scholarship fund or to our 
many special funds. There’s a list on our website 
identifying them–www.cdss.org/special-funds.html.

C atch Up On Your Reading 
 You may have seen Larry Edelman’s review 
of our book, On the Beat with Ralph Sweet, in the 
last issue of the newsletter. Bill Litchman, longtime 
archivist and librarian for Lloyd Shaw Foundation 
thinks well of the book too; see his review at www.
cdss.org/tl_files/cdss/documents/reviews/on_the_
beat_litchman.pdf. (Or go to ww.cdss.org, then click 
on Newsletter, then E-blast, then scroll down to 
Publications.)
 From Brad Foster: “Here’s an interesting short 
history of the song Kumbaya and its political meaning 
today: www.nytimes.com/2010/11/20/us/20religion.html? 
scp=1&sq=kumbaya&st=cse.”
 From Bruce Hamilton: “Our Scottish country 
dance group’s newsletter is at www.rscds-sf.org/
newsletters/pdf/2010.01.pdf. The lead article is about 
an incident at our weekend where a dancer had a 
heart attack, and what the group did in response.”
 From David Millstone, passing on a message 
he received: “The British Columbia Square and Round 
Dance Federation commissioned a fitness expert to 
evaluate the health benefits of square dancing. You 
can find the report at squaredance.bc.ca/articles/
Fitness_Evaluation.pdf.”
 And from Nancy, a link to the recent New 
York Times article on Country Dance New York: 
www.nytimes.com/2010/12/03/nyregion/03cotillion.
html?_r=1&scp=1&sq=yuletide%20cotillion&st=cse.

Lifetime Contribution Award 2011
 Suggestions for nominations for this year's 
award are being accepted through the end of January. 
For guidelines, see www.cdss.org/cdss-lifetime-
contribution-award-2010.html.
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R e v i t a l i z a t i o n :  H o w  D o  Y o u  M a k e  a 
D a n c e  C o m e  B a c k  t o  L i f e ?

b y  J o y c e  F o r t u n e

 In the 1990s, the Palo Alto Contra Dance was 
the place to be. The dance (so I have heard) regularly 
pulled in over a hundred fifty dancers, with parents 
trading off child-watching and tons of people having 
a fabulous time. By the time I joined the community 
in 2005, it was a smallish local dance with fifty or so 
people. I happily danced there and at weekend camps 
for several years before noticing that there was any 
problem. I did notice that my personal motivation 
to get up off my butt on a Saturday night was sort 
of flagging about two years ago, but chalked it up to 
tiredness and not having transportation. If I thought 
about it, though, part of the problem was that the 
dance was getting smaller and smaller and it was less 
and less fun. It started to feel more like an obligation 
than a party. 
 Last summer, I started going to a series of 
local dances to do a survey about our spring weekend, 
which was also dying for lack of attendance. At that 
time, I started to see other local dances and, as they 
say, the scales fell from my eyes. These other dances 
were packed–more than a hundred dancers–and 
a lot of the dancers were the same people I saw at 
weekends. I also noticed that whereas our local dance 
sold cookies for fifty cents and bottles of water for a 
dollar at the break, every other dance I went to had 
a table of free potluck food. I also noticed that there 
were often several people making things happen, 
putting away chairs, putting out food and so forth. I 
went back to Palo Alto and decided something had to 
be done. I wanted people to come to my dance and 
dance with me!
 Many new dances were now competing with 
our local Saturday night dance and we had gotten 
a reputation for being boring and slow. The dance 
suffered from the “used to be” syndrome–people 
regularly said how great it used to be, focusing on 
what was lost and that it no longer was great. The 
dance was on a downward spiral. I have a theory: 
the dancers go where the dancers are. If you start to 
decline, it is almost a surety that you will continue to 
decline. Dances are really just parties. No one wants to 
go to a party where people aren’t having fun. Walking 
into a dance hall and seeing that there aren’t really 
many people there is sad. People don’t feel jazzed and 
excited to be there. 
 In a conversation with Alan Winston and Jim 
Saxe, two longtime dancers and organizer types, after 

a dance, we started to formulate a plan. I felt strongly 
that the dance needed to go from being run by one 
couple to being a community event. Eric Black and 
Diane Zingale, who had been running it for literally 
decades were burnt out and frustrated by the lack 
of help from others. So, with the assistance of Alan 
and Jim, I scheduled a meeting to get people together 
to make a plan. We gave out invitations to scores of 
people and had about twenty over to my house for a 
potluck and meeting in September 2009. We had a 
good, honest discussion about what the dance needed 
and some consensus came out of the meeting. More 
importantly, six committees with eighteen people on 
them were created and a plan was set in motion. 
 First and foremost, we changed the food 
situation. We now have a potluck table at each 
dance, where people bring snacks or donate a few 
dollars. Another dancer stepped up to be “food diva” 
and keeps track of our supplies and supplements the 
potluck offerings by shopping for chips, fruit and other 
snacks. 
 The next really important change was to mix 
up the faces at the front desk. We did away with the 
old practice of having people sit out two dances for half 
price entry. Since we have a “pay as you can” policy, 
this really made no sense and it was hard to get people 
to sit at the door. Therefore, the manager didn’t really 
get to dance and no one wanted to manage. By asking 
for multiple people to sit out only one dance, we get 
a variety of people helping out and managing is not 
so odious. We now have seven managers and each 
manage once every three months, which is not that 
big a burden for anyone to carry. Further, door-sitting 
is an easy volunteer job that people can do and feel 
like they are contributing to the dance community, 
which they are. 
 We started aggressively working on 
programming, limiting the “local” caller to once 
a quarter to bring in more variety and actively 
pursuing special talent for special events. Multiple 
people working on this process (a committee of six) 
has really brought in fresh talent and energy. I also 
started working on getting a variety of sound people 
in to share the load and have a variety of faces on the 
dance floor. 
 We always had fairly good external publicity,

continued on page 12 



(Toronto, continued from page 11)
 Members of Toronto Women’s Sword have 
returned to our practice schedule with inspiration, 
creativity, and commitment. We welcomed the 
opportunity to showcase our dancing, learn through 
watching and interacting with other dancers, and develop 
ideas for future development. 

 Formed in 1988, Toronto Women’s Sword 
performs traditional English hilt-and-point dances 
such as longsword and rapper sword. TWS is the first 
Canadian group dedicated to the preservation and 
promotion of English traditional sword dance. The team 
is committed to increasing awareness through regular 
performances and encourages accessibility by making 
it open to interested members of the Toronto area. Over 
the last two decades, TWS has had the privilege of 
performing their dances throughout Canada, the eastern 
United States, and England.                         

(Revitalization, continued from page 10)
but we decided to focus a little on the material we 
were handing out. My husband found club cards in 
local cafes–small (two inch by three inch) cards that 
are laminated and full color and he started making 
a club card for our local dance that is appealing 
and concise, can fit in a pocket and is easy to pass 
out to dancers. These are a great visual cue and 
calendar of our dances. A Facebook invite also goes 
out for each dance and gets quickly disseminated 
to a great number of people. For the younger 
generation, Facebook is a central way of keeping 
their calendar. 
 One of the big turning points was when I 
started creating an email for the dance itself. Each 
week I ask people directly if they want to be on our 
local email list and I put together an email detailing 
the next dance and send it out on the Monday or 
Tuesday before the next Saturday dance. We are 
competing with lots of other events in people’s lives 
and need to be in the front of their minds. I also 
have made a point of talking to newcomers and 
getting their email address to send a follow-up email 
to them as well as adding them to our regular list. 
I also hand them each a club card and a sheet with 
our Facebook page, email address, website and my 
phone number. This contact seems to help keep 
them coming back. 
 I have made a very conscious effort lately to 
really work with newcomers too. We always did have 
lots of newcomers, thanks to Diane’s publicity work, 
but although they would come once, they wouldn’t 
come back. Now I make sure that they all get 
partners, that the regulars are aware of who’s sitting 
down, that we really notice the gender balance so 
that if we are short of men, the experienced women 
dance together or ask the newcomers to dance with 
us. We actively help them to learn how to ask people 
to dance and make sure they are only sitting out 
voluntarily. 
 Now, one year later, the dance is on a 
serious upward spiral. We have raised our “normal” 
attendance from thirty-five to forty-five a year ago to 
fifty to sixty now. We can pull in a hundred people 
at a special dance. The load is being shared around 
and the dance feels a lot more exciting. Newcomers 
are coming back and bringing their friends. We have 
some families attending and I hear lots of positive 
things from all over. We have more to do, but it feels 
like we are definitely on track. 
 I think one key is to have one or more people 
who are jazzed and willing to commit to organizing 
people, then a core group who are willing to do the 
footwork. It is important to be able to direct and 
manage people. Teachers seem really suited to telling 
others what to do. I now call myself “Chief Cat-

herder.” Teachers also are really good at “borrowing” 
ideas from other people. I would like to note that many 
of these ideas were not mine. I thank Karen Fontana in 
Hayward for her input and have stolen lots of things I 
have seen at other dances. Another really important key 
to success came from a talk with Jim Saxe about what 
happened when his squares series was dying. Jim said 
something really important–don’t ask people to come to 
the dance out of a sense of commitment or obligation. 
People will come if it is fun. So I try at all times to have 
a “no guilt” philosophy. We are all here to have fun. Do 
what you can for the dance, but don’t worry if you can’t 
do much. No guilt. Just make it fun and they’ll come 
back. 

A Final Gift
 Does your will include the 

Country Dance and Song Society? 
If not, please consider helping 
to ensure that the programs, 
publications and services that 
matter to you continue in the 
future with a bequest. It’s practical 
and tax deductible. For information 
about bequests and other ways to 
support CDSS, see our website at 
www.cdss.org/support-us.html.
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Do you really need a reason to stretch your 
hamstrings? When your hamstrings receive regular 
lengthening, your pelvis has a better chance of correct 
alignment, which helps optimal abdominal action, 
which protects your low back. When you practice 
poses that allow you to feel where your abdomen is 
supposed to be (toward the back body!), you can more 
easily access that optimal action. Convinced? If you 
practiced the poses in the last issue, you have an idea 
of your hamstring capability. Can you lie down with 
one leg straight on the floor and one leg straight up 
at ninety degrees? (NB: Straight legs! Quadriceps 
engaged!*) If not, continue to practice “leg up the 
wall” from the previous issue, and skip to the next 
section on abdominal action.

Reclining hamstring stretch teaches correct 
abdominal action  
(NB:  not to be practiced 
when menstruating.) 
For this pose, you’ll 
need a strap at least 
four feet long. Lie on 
the floor with your 
quadriceps engaged* 
and your feet pressed 
against a wall. 

If you have 
a yoga mat, lie on it; the traction will help you keep 
your feet pressing into the wall. Roll your inner thighs 
to the floor and take your big toes slightly toward each 
other. This helps spread and release the low back. 
Keep the right foot actively pressed into the wall and 
catch the widest part of your left foot with the strap. 
Both legs are fully straight and engaged. Don’t let the 
left knee bend! Draw the kneecap toward the hip, open 
the back of the thigh, stretch through the inner heel, 
and press the ball of the big toe into the strap. Hold 
the strap with both hands, elbows bent and wide. (See 
photo for correct position of 

Y o g a  f o r  D a n c e r s :  M o r e  H a m s t r i n g s , 
M o r e  A b d o m e n

b y  A n n a  R a i n

hands.) Keep the front tips of the shoulders rolling 
toward the floor. Let the back of the neck be long and 
the chin soften toward the throat. If you see that your 
chin points toward the ceiling, put a blanket under 
your head to make the back of the neck soft and long.

All actions: Press the right foot―especially 
the inner edge―into the wall and the whole right leg 
into the floor. Fully engage the left quadriceps, press 
the big toe ball point of the left foot into the strap, and 
open the back of the thigh. With the elbows bent and 
wide, pull on the strap. For optimal action, press the 
base of the left thigh away from the left waist as you 
pull on the strap. See if you can get the back of the leg to 
open more without pulling your leg closer to your face. 
You’re working correctly when your leg is straight, 

engaged, and 
fully stretched; 
not when your 
leg is close to 
your face.

W i t h 
a grand assist 
from gravity, 
this pose teaches 

correct abdominal action: no gripping, no forcing, 
no clenching! When the pose is done precisely, the 
abdominal muscles are aligned, active, and drawn 
toward the back body. As you engage your legs fully 
and open the back of the raised thigh completely, 
notice your abdomen. This is how you want your 
abdomen to feel all the time: long, gently engaged, 
hugging the back body.

See that your breath is smooth and even, and 
be in the pose for a minute or two. Bring the left leg 
down, rest with both legs on the floor, then do the 
other side. (This is fun: when you’re done with the 
first side, the leg that was up feels a couple of inches 
longer than the leg that was on the floor.)

Abs Back, Chest Up!
(NB: not to be practiced when menstruating.) 

This pose correctly practiced engages the abdominal 
muscles toward the back body. It helps if you’ve 
experienced that feeling in the reclining hamstring 
stretch, but you can work the abdominals even if your 
hamstrings are longitudinally challenged.        ►
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Sit in the middle of a folded blanket with your 
knees bent, holding onto your top shins, and find the 
back of the buttock bones. (The identification goes 
like this: lean back onto your tailbone and say, “nope, 

that’s too far back on my 
tailbone.” Sit waaay 
forward and say, “nope, 
that’s the front of my 
buttock bones.” Find the 
place that’s in-between 
these two, and like 
Goldilocks, know that 
it’s just right.) When 
you’re on the back of 
the buttock bones, find 
the action that brings 
your abdominal muscles 
toward the lumbar 
spine, toward the low 
back. It’s a subtle action: 
don’t pull your stomach 
in; rather, lift your side 
torso long―side ribs 
up and away from the 
waist―and encourage 
your abdomen back 
and slightly up. Many 
low back problems 
stem from the abdomen 
falling forward, which 
tips the lumbar 
spine forward and 
compresses discs. (NB: 
This misalignment is 
NOT correctly adjusted 
by tilting the hips and 
the pelvis forward; see 
CDSS News, Fall 2009, 
“Align the Spine”.) 
When the torso is long 
and lifted and the 
abdomen is drawn back, 
the lumbar spine is 
well-supported and less 
likely to be vulnerable.

With your 
abdomen back and your sides lifted, draw your 

sternum (the breastbone, in the middle of the front 
chest) up and away from your navel. Roll your 
shoulders back and move the thoracic spine (the part 
of your spine in between your shoulder blades) toward 
your front body. Abdomen back; chest up! If this feels 
easy, here’s the next step: stretch your arms, palms 
facing each other, and lean back slightly. Keep the 
abdomen back and the sternum lifted! Ideal action: 
the abdomen is working but not gripping, and there’s 
no part of you that’s shaking or unsteady. Can you 
maintain all these actions and relax any body part 
that’s not necessarily engaged? 

Some people get a cramp in the outer hips, and 
if that happens, it’s likely that your hips are trying 
to hold the pose by gripping instead of your abdomen 
anchoring you. If the outer hips cramp, stop and rub it 
briskly with your hand (I also suggest saying, “Hip, let 
go!”) until it softens, and then set yourself up again.

Ideally, you’ll feel some sensation in the 
abdominal area, but you won’t feel like you’re holding 
your stomach in. The length in your front body 
matches the length of your back body: see that the 
thoracic spine moves in toward the front chest and 
that the chest lifts away from the navel. 

Now take it on the road! When you stand, roll 
your shoulders back and lift your side ribs so strongly 
that the abdomen is gathered and spread toward the 
back body. Can you keep all these actions fluid and 
engaged and then walk? There’s the payoff: a long, 
tall spine that draws the abdomen back correctly.

*For proper engagement of the quadriceps― 
essential for hamstring release―do this: sit on the 
floor with your legs relaxed and straight in front of 
you. Feel your front thigh muscles―pliable. You also 
may be able to move your knee caps slightly from side 
to side. Now lift one leg one inch off the floor and see 
how the front thigh becomes tight and the knee cap 
stabilizes. These are the quadriceps doing their work. 
Practice this action while standing: lift the knee caps 
and observe the front thighs engaging. Note: this is 
not the same as “locking” the knees. 

Anna Rain teaches yoga, calls dances, steps to 
jigs, and makes music―all while bringing her thoracic 
spine in and up. She'll be on staff this year at English 
Dance Week at Pinewoods.

New Year’s Resolutions
Dance more. Sing more. Practice more. Take up an instrument. 

Learn a new dance. Learn a new song. 
Compose a song. Or a dance tune. Or a dance. Volunteer at an event. 

Dance even more. And sing even more. 
And keep on practicing.
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I n t e r v i e w :  R o d n e y  M i l l e r , 
V i o l i n  M a k e r  a n d  F i d d l e r  ( P a r t  1 )

b y  E t h a n  H a z z a r d - W a t k i n s

How did you get started 
playing the fiddle?
 It was a family thing. 
We inherited my grandfather’s 
violin (in 1908 he bought a 
Knopf fiddle madey in NYC 
for $25 bucks), and my father 
played violin and played 
for square dances in New 
York State. My mother was 
a professional pianist, so in 
the process of growing up in 
this family kids were sort of 
expected to play instruments. 
When I started playing I 
was probably seven or eight 
years old, and I began on my 
grandfather’s violin.

What kind of music was 
being played?
 I took lessons in 
elementary school for a few 
years, enough to get the notes 
under my fingers. The thing 
was that I was playing a full 
size violin at age eight (laughs) not knowing, at that 
time, that there were probably half sizes and three-
quarter sizes. It wasn’t like I was a tall kid. I mean, 
I’m tall now, but... Of course, I am left-handed and 
there wasn’t any consideration as to handedness. 
So, I was playing right-handed, just because that 
was what you were supposed to do. There were tune 
books, like Allen’s Irish Collection, on the piano, when 
I was growing up and I ended up, because I was able 
to sightread from taking lessons, just pouring through 
the fiddle tune books with my mom playing piano.

And, at that point, you didn’t necessarily connect 
that fiddle music as being for dancing? Or were 
there dances going on?
 No, it was a pure fiddle tradition of playing.

 Rodney Miller was born in Syracuse, New York in 1951 and has for many years lived, worked and played 
music in Antrim, New Hampshire. Musician and former CDSS Youth Intern Ethan Hazzard-Watkins spoke with 
Rodney there last year.

When did you first encounter 
contra or square dancing?
 I started playing for dances 
when I was in my teens and found 
a passion––“whoa, this is my 
thing”––then with all the family 
history fiddling, it just sort of 
took over. The freedom of playing 
music without being judged and 
the community that was around 
the fiddling resonated with me, 
whether it was the fiddlers’ 
picnics where there were a lot of 
fiddlers that would show up and 
play tunes and sort of a festivity 
around it, or a family outing that 
had such a good feeling behind it. 
It was pretty powerful stuff.
 But I didn’t play anything 
per se for square dances; I was 
learning the standard fiddle 
tune repertoire from the 1950s 
and ’60s, which would be pretty 
basic stuff––Ragtime Annie, 
Paddywhack, what we might 
even consider trite tunes at this 

point, but basic repertoire stuff.

Do you remember your first paying gig or the 
first time you got hired?
 It was probably playing fiddle in a bar around 
the age of sixteen or so, with some money under the 
table. It was a gig for playing background music for 
people drinking, even though I was underage.

Did you start making a living from fiddling right 
away?
 Initially it was a hobby but the opportunity was 
there, so I did actually make some money when I was 
a teenager playing fiddle. My first dance experience, 
that I remember, was probably in 1969, when I was 
a student at Oberlin College in Ohio. There was a 
student named Jane Wilke, who had grown up going 

photo by Andy Kane



to Pinewoods Camp and she was organizing some 
dances for the student body. She knew that I played 
fiddle because I was in fact recruited by Oberlin to 
play fiddle specifically. When I visited Oberlin as a 
prospective senior in high school, there was an old–
time band there that knew I played fiddle and they 
said “You have to come here. We need fiddlers.” I 
played for a mix of contra and square dances in the 
freshman hall the whole time I was at Oberlin.

Where did you end up after college?
 Actually, I was hired to teach fiddle at Folk 
Music Week at Pinewoods in ’72. I attended Pinewoods 
at the request of 
Jane, my Oberlin 
classmate. She 
said, “You just 
have to go to 
P i n e w o o d s –
YOU!” So I was 
at Folk Music 
Week and one of 
the dance weeks 
in ’71 and while I 
was there I think 
I met Dudley 
(Laufman), and 
Dudley and other 
callers, like Jack 
Perron, hired 
me for gigs from 
there.

What was the scene like at that time?
 It was pretty energetic and vital. There was a 
lot of interest in it and a lot of folks from the back to 
the land movement were dancing. I mean, of course, 
the whole contra dance scene had been kept alive by 
Ralph Page and so I played for Ralph up in Keene, on 
Washington Street and did a whole lot of gigs with 
him and Bob McQuillen.
 I was a member of the Canterbury Country 
Dance Orchestra, doing contra dances in Durham 
and  Nelson, New Hampshire, and Nadaline McClure  
hired us on a regular basis for the Nelson dance every 
month for a few years.

Were you playing your own instruments at that 
time?
 The first one that I played was in 1981. Every 
instrument that I would finish I would take on my 
fiddling trips because I was able to sell instruments on 
the road. I was breaking them in. At that time I was 
doing a lot of work with Boston caller Tod Whittemore. 
Tod was very much into organizing dances and was 
running the Peterborough contra dance, which we 
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played for on a regular basis. I was hired at Pinewoods 
every summer from ’72 on in some capacity of playing 
fiddle and teaching fiddle and remember getting 
hired at the Centrum Fiddle International Dance 
Week around 1980, in Port Townsend, Washington. 
Tod went, I think Ralph Page was hired as well, and 
we represented New England contra stuff during 
the international dance week. Tod wanted to do a 
crosscountry tour in the summer of ’82 so it started 
off at Jay Ungar and Molly Mason’s camp, Ashokan. 
Tod set up contra dances all across the country with 
Andy Davis and I playing. We got a very enthusiastic 
reception. There was a whole lot of interest in what 

was happening 
in New England, 
so we did a lot of 
music workshops, 
teaching the 
basic repertoire–
popular stuff 
from the 1970s–
the chestnuts: 
Chorus Jig, 
Opera Reel, 
Moneymusk, all 
those tunes. 

I’m curious 
what other 
influences you 
had early on in 
your fiddling 
career.

 I never took lessons. It was purely 
developmental. I knew how to fiddle and playing for 
dances is sort of a special adaptation of fiddling. So 
I was reflecting the experience of playing for hours 
for moving dancers, the sounds they created, the 
rhythmical aspect of them, which is so important 
for contra dancing. The first album we (with brother 
Randy) did was Castles in the Air, and that was really 
a reflection of the music we were playing for the dance 
in 1976. And when I have listened to it now, I was 
doing just about everything that I do now, back then. 
So, how did that happen? I developed a style just based 
on the whole dance experience, coming from where I 
was coming from.

Were you listening to other fiddle styles?
 I still do. I listen to a lot of different kinds of 
fiddle music. But a few other things influenced me 
as well. I remember playing for the Nelson dance 
time after time and wanting to be able to make it 
more interesting for myself. So you’re playing fifteen 
minutes per dance and I’m only playing one or two 
tunes, perhaps a standard tune of the time, like 



CDSS NEWS          21            WINTER 2011

President’s Garfield’s Hornpipe, one of the American–
based tunes that were popular in the 1800s that 
remained as repertoire in New England in the 1960s 
and ’70s; people still knew these tunes. If you listen to 
Cape Breton music, they play medleys where you play 
twice through the tune and then you’re on to the next 
tune. But that was not the protocol for contra dance 
playing. You’d play one, maybe two tunes in a medley 
at that point, so you’re stuck playing seven or eight 
times through the same tune. My sense was “Well, I 
need to do something with this music” and change it 
a little bit just to make it more interesting for myself, 
and hopefully for the dancers as well. So, my goal back 
then was to try to improvise on the basic traditional 
fiddle stuff. I have to admit that I was influenced by 
the Boston scene because I was doing Boston dances 
at the time. And there’s quite a difference between 
playing in the city and playing in the country. So we 
would play happily in Nelson and then go to Boston 
and the dancers were saying, “You’re playing much 
too slowly,” as a criticism. And we were “Really? Do 
you know how to contra dance?” So there was an 
expectation; we were supposed to bump the speed up 
when playing in the city.

What else about that Boston scene influenced 
you?
 There was bluegrass happening, there was 
jazz, and I got to mix with some of those musicians 
because Russ Barenberg, who lived in Jamaica Plain 
at the time, really was bitten by the New England 
Chestnuts and Castles in the Air albums, which was a 
little surprising, but he expressed interest in playing 
guitar for the contras that we were playing for. He 
was playing with Matt Glaser and Evan Stover, and 
those guys, Jay Ungar, Fiddle Fever kind of stuff. And 
I was a little jealous of the freedom that I heard in 
their music versus the traditional seven to eight times 
through. I was definitely influenced by them and their 
roots, whatever they were listening to. Like Matt was 
into Stephane Grappelli and Andy Davis definitely 
had a personal interest in jazz. So I’d get together 
with Andy and we’d try to play some of the early jazz 
pieces for fun.

One of the things that I noticed listening to 
Castles in the Air and then some of your later 
recordings, is that there’s a point at which 
you definitely went from playing variations on 
tunes to really improvising like a jazz player. 
What brought you over the edge, so to speak, to 
feel like you could do that with New England 
tunes?
 The hours that I put in playing for dances. 
Grinding it out. Being able to take leaps of faith, so 
to speak, in the tunes during a dance. It’s not like 

a concert situation so there’s a certain amount of 
freedom you experience as a dance musician. I just 
made it a personal focus. I had the hours of playing 
consistently all the time, and it just sort of evolved. 
It’s not like I studied it; I tried learning note for note 
some of the Grappelli tunes off recordings and that 
gave me a frame of mind of things never repeating 
themselves. Plus there was the whole influence from 
Ralph Page and Bob McQuillen. I remember meeting 
Ralph at his house in Keene and driving to the dance 
with him and he was so into the French–Canadian 
fiddler Jean Carignan, who was so good, rhythmically 
and he would say, “You know I was with Jean–ee C. 
last summer at my Maine Fiddle Camp and he played 
Moneymusk seven times through for our dance and he 
never played it the same.” He was boasting about this 
––can you do the same thing? Come on! And egging 
me on, in a way. And I was like, “Yeah! Sure!” And 
then of course, Bob McQuillen was writing tunes early 
on within the traditional framework, which was awe-
inspiring. He’d write something like “Ralph Page’s 
Hornpipe” and we’d play it at the dance with Ralph 
calling and Bob would call out “Heh, Ralph, how do 
you like that tune?”

One of the things I think about when I’m playing 
and improvising: is it better dance music? 
When you improvise are you thinking of it as 
propelling the dance or as more for your own 
interest, or both?
 A couple of things come to mind. First, I 
think there’s a danger in improvising with the tunes 
if you’re not rooted in the dance tradition. You have 
to totally understand where you’re coming from and 
what the dancers are expecting from you as a dance 
musician before you can successfully improvise and 
keep the whole feeling of the beat and the phrasing, 
and sometimes the dancers will lose track of when A1 
or B1, B2 is. It has to be really obvious to be successful 
dance music. But as long as you understand it fully 
and know what the tradition is, then you can keep 
your roots and still do it. On the pro side, when you 
get into improvisation as a musician, everything 
takes on a fresh attitude. You might be saying “Oh 
my aching body, my fingers are killing me, I’ve been 
playing for three hours” to a place of “Wow, this is 
really interesting and I’m excited.” And I think that 
excitement and freshness carries through to the 
dancers. 
 At the same time, let’s say you’re playing 
traditionally and you’re not improvising. Then I think 
there’s a certain respect for the music that the dancers 
will respond to and it can be very successful. 

Did you ever make a study of music theory?
 No. This is all from a fiddler’s point of view. It’s 
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very unsophisticated. It’s dabbling. And the dabbling 
comes from trying to create a style of playing that 
is true to yourself and that’s what I’ve always done. 
Maybe the benefit of having grown up in a musical 
family is that the influence of different kinds of music 
has always been there. And so to be true to myself, 
to be one hundred percent who I am, is to assimilate 
different parts of different kinds of music and try to 
filter it into the style that I play. 

What else have you dabbled in, in search of 
that?
 Some of the traditional American music from 
the South, the old-time stuff, or bluegrass, and early 
jazz which is very connected to dance fiddling. It’s not 
modern jazz which is more listening or club music, 
but early Grappelli and Stuff Smith, which people 
used to jitterbug and swing to, really gutsy down–
to–earth fiddling. And I think what I gleaned off that 
is the tightness and pressure on the bow to create 
this swingy feel to it. That’s one of things that I’ve 
hopefully incorporated.

One of the things that I’ve heard you do in 
concerts and on recordings, and to a certain 
extent at dances, is play almost like a contest 
fiddler. The really impressive hard sounding 
tunes. Did you ever play in fiddle contests?
 I did two. I won one and the other one I didn’t. 
I really don’t enjoy competition fiddling but I do enjoy 
tackling pieces that are musically interesting to my ear 
and challenging technique-wise. I remember trying to 
dissect the playing of Jean Carignan on some of his 
recordings and back then there weren’t the tools we 
have know––you know, the amazing “slow downer.” 
It was just off LPs. I actually met Carignan, up in 
Hanover, New Hampshire at the Northeast Festival 
that used to run. I shook his hand; I totally admired 
the guy and his technique. So I tried to imitate his 
technique and some of the bouncing bow stuff and the 
attack. It’s just a pure imitation thing.

Are there other musicians whose playing you’ve 
dissected in that way?
 Lots. A lot of the Irish and Scottish and Cape 
Breton fiddlers. I was listening to a particular cut on a 
recording yesterday of this French-Canadian fiddler, 
Yvon Mimeault, and I noticed that he was, to my ear, 
doing an imitation of Joseph Bouchard, a fiddler in 
the 1930s and ’40s who did a shake, like an extreme 
vibrato on the end of a short musical phrase within a 
fiddle tune. So, I’m hearing this again with Mimont, 
who’s eighty now.

Are there ways that you’ve noticed the dance 
scene changing over the years and do you think 

that your music has changed to reflect that?
 Yes, the dance scene has changed a lot. When 
I came into it, there were a whole lot of the chestnuts 
danced on a regular basis, plus an occasional New 
England square mixed in and a lot of the dances were 
first couple active, doing a lot of moves and everybody 
else waiting. And that obviously has changed in the 
present day where all the couples are active doing 
multiple moves, interacting all the time. I think there’s 
a certain vitality to it that is based on the ability of 
local musicians to feed into repertoire and compose 
their own tunes and drive the music that way. People 
who aren’t brought up in the tradition can attend a 
dance, be excited by that experience, and then get 
into it themselves. It mushrooms. So as opposed to 
thinking, “Well, isn’t it a shame that the traditional 
repertoire isn’t played more,” I think that it has to be 
this way, to have an everchanging and vital scene.

Do you think the change in choreography, where 
a lot of the newer dances are much more active 
for everyone, affects how you play for dancing 
or how the music works compared to the older 
style dances?
 Definitely. Because now you find yourself in a 
position of going to play, being hired; you’re not always 
playing with the same callers or musicians, really. 
Every circumstance is a new circumstance. And a lot 
of the callers come in with a sort of a dance layout 
for the evening, sort of like the dance card from 1860, 
Emily Dickinson would have attended, where you sign 
up partners, and what not. Well, they do the same 
thing only their dances are written by fellow dancers 
or themselves so the dance callers are experiencing 
the whole improvisational freshness, writing their 
own stuff, and they also have expectations of the kind 
of music they want for a particular dance. That’s way 
different from forty years ago, where you just would 
have played President Garfield’s or all those hornpipe 
reels that are pretty much 1, 4, 5, chord progression. 
Now they’re asking for “Could you play something 
maybe a little sexy or smooth or bluesy?” or whatever 
the category is. They’re also playing to the dancers 
and the dancers seem to want a little more physical 
expressiveness where they can dance on the floor and 
do their thing, whatever their thing is. I think it’s 
great. I love it.

You’ve talked a little bit about the way your 
fiddle style has changed with improvisation. I 
think there’s been an equally important change 
in accompaniment style and the rhythmic ideas 
that get used--how did that happen in your 
experience; where did those nontraditional 
rhythmic styles come from?
 You’re asking a fiddler to talk about rhythm 



players? Well, it’s a very personal thing; you can 
choose your musical direction by the people you play 
with. I consider myself open to most all forms––I like 
to experience different things. I don’t mind being in 
the position of playing with rhythm players who come 
from a jazz background, that are playing contra dance 
stuff. I like it. I like the flexibility. Like one dance can 
be very traditional with a single guitar playing maybe, 
and that puts you in a whole different situation of 
playing more of a basic repertoire, straight ahead, 
with less improv, which I enjoy as much I do the 
improvisational, maybe more jazzy feel. 

Are there innovations that you’ve seen or heard 
or experienced over the years that you don’t 
like?
 Not offhand. I’ve been in an experience, in my 
travels, when I’ve been down south, playing the New 
England style in North Carolina or Georgia, and then 
having the other band of the evening or the weekend 
be an old-time band, and they’re playing for contras 
and they’re playing old-time southern stuff which has 
a very different feel to it. Wow, this so works for the 
contra dance but it is so different phrasing-wise and 
everything. This can be handled in different ways 
successfully. It’s an education.

You mentioned being around folks like Bob 
McQuillen who are composing a lot of tunes. 
When did you start composing tunes yourself?
 I think one of the first tunes I wrote came out 
directly from a session with Andy Davis, when we 
were playing some early jazz things, just for fun. I 
remember coming home and this tune, “Contrazz,”  
popped out as a direct result of that session. The A 
part was kind of like contra dance, straight ahead, 
traditional sounding and the B part is bluesy, jazzy, 
whatever the influence was. And it was a mix of the 
two immediately.

Sometimes when I’m composing I feel like there 
are so many traditional tunes what’s the point 
of writing new ones?
 Ah yes, but there’s an art to it. That’s the 
challenge isn’t it? Sitting down and writing a tune in 
the key of D or A (laughter).

And try not to make it sound like...
 The traditional mode is like––hasn’t it all just 
been covered before? But, no, it hasn’t. Because you 
always encounter tunes somebody else has written 
that are in D or A and they are totally fun to play. 
Wow, nobody thought of that before?

What’s the process for you of composing a tune? 
Do you decide to compose a tune or does it just 
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happen or come to you?
 All different manners. I find in a perfect world 
you would get up at 5 a.m....

Not in my world! (laughter)
 ...and tunes would just spill out of you.

Maybe I should try that! (laughter)
 So, that’s happened. It’s only happened a few 
times, but it’s happened. Other times it will be just 
the middle of day, it doesn’t matter the time, and all 
of a sudden there’s an interesting fingering, melodic 
progression, or phrase that becomes the nugget for a 
bigger tune. So you take that phrase and try to form 
something around it and oftentimes that will work. 
Some tunes begin one day and will end up being a tune 
four days later after it’s morphed through all these 
different weird things. Other tunes I’ve sat down and 
written the whole tune, within half an hour and it’s 
just right there. Some tunes I’ve composed without an 
instrument, just driving somewhere, like the napkin 
tune I wrote was purely a head thing. In the last few 
years, I’ve been playing mandolin some. It’s set up the 
same way as a fiddle and sometimes just playing on a 
different instrument will inspire a different thought 
process. So I’ve written tunes on the mandolin. The 
nice thing about the mandolin is that it has the frets 
so you have an idea of chords; so that’s different and 
inspiring. And somehow it just makes more sense to 
play up the neck of a mandolin and it’s not the big deal 
it is on the fiddle so that sometimes you get different 
finger intervals.
 We were talking about the composing tune 
process and one of the things that has influenced tune 
composing has been the birth of our first grandchild. 
That whole feeling of warmth and lovingness created 
a waltz for her, immediately. So that was pretty neat. 
Another inspiration was when I was on a fiddle trip 
to Boulder, Colorado and went into a music store and 
found this bright apple-red electric guitar; when I got 
home with it a tune just popped out from that, called 
The Harmony Rocket. Other tunes just evolve from 
sort of a non-important musical phrase, or you can 
say, I really want to write a French-Canadian tune in 
flavor. 

Are there other musical goals that you’ve set for 
yourself?
 Well, I still would like to play more like Willy 
Hunter, Jr., so I’m working on that. Like the slow airs 
stuff, I really want to absorb the essence of what that 
is. You know with the technique stuff, it’s there, it is 
what it is and that’s what I do and I’m getting older so 
I’m not trying to change any of my technique at this 
point.

continued on page 26
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Tune typeset by Peter Barnes

L i t t l e  I n g r i d ’ s  W a l t z
T r a d i t i o n a l  S w e d i s h  V a l s

a r r a n g e d  b y  K a t h l e e n  E v e r i n g h a m
D u e t



Formation: Circle waltz mixer
Tune: Little Ingrid’s Waltz with no repeats, or any other 32 measure waltz

A 1-4  Couples promenade counterclockwise.
5-8  Ladies take two steps to center, two steps back to the circle.

9-12  Gents take two steps to center, turn over right shoulders and take 
  two waltz steps towards partners.

13-16  Partners dance back-to-back once and a little bit more, to form a 
  big wavy circle with the gents facing out and the ladies facing in. 
  Take right hands with your partner and left hands with the next 
  person in the circle.

B 1-4  Balance right toward your partner one step, left toward the lefthand 
  person one step, then slide to the right in front of your partner with two 
  waltz steps to trade places and remake the circle by taking left hands 
  with your partner and right hands with the next person to the right 
  in the circle, gents still facing out and ladies facing in.

5-8  Balance left toward your partner, and right toward the righthand person, 
  then slide to the left in front of partner to meet a new partner coming 
  toward you.

9-12  Dance back-to-back with this new partner.

13-16  Swing this new partner “Jane Austen” style.

Author’s notes:
A Jane Austen-style swing is the author’s name for an eighteenth-century allemande right. This •	
figure	is	started	by	having	partners	stand	with	right	shoulders	together	and	extending	their	right	
hands toward each other. Both partners also place their left hands behind their own backs. They 
act as if they are going to shake hands, but miss, and instead hook right elbows and with their right 
hands grasp their partner’s left hand behind their partner’s back. From this position, they look and 
smile at each other while taking four waltz steps around a common center axis.
Each waltz step is a complete one-two-three. •	
This dance is adapted from the author’s contra circle mixer “Rhubarb Go Round.”•	

© 2008 Tom Anderson
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L i t t l e  I n g r i d ’ s  W a l t z
b y  T o m  A n d e r s o n



Is there anything else that you want to add while 
the recorder is still running?
 The only thing that I would add is that I just 
go back to people like Bob McQuillen and Ralph Page 
and Dudley Laufman as being mentors, people who 
were so important in my own personal development. 
So, total respect and big thank you to all of them, for 
being there, and carrying on this particular tradition, 
which I think has a major importance in terms of 
community and enjoying traditions based on real 
music and real interaction, as opposed to the pop 
culture which is corporation-driven. This is for real 
and it means a lot and it gives the whole sense of who 
we are as community and a country.

Well, thank you so much 
Rodney. (hug sounds)

 Part 2 of the 
interview―about Rodney's 
violin making―will be 
posted on our website as an 
addendum to this article  in 
January 2011. 

 Ethan Hazzard-
Watkins is a fiddler based in 
Brattleboro, Vermont, who 
tours extensively, playing for 
contra and English country 
dancing with bands such as 
Elixier and The Figments. 
Ethan also helps to organize 
dance events around 
New England, including 
Youth Dance Weekend, the 
Brattleboro Dawn Dance, 

and dance series in Brattleboro and in Greenfield, 
Massachusetts. 

Photos of Rodney in the 1980s (page 20) and the 1990s (this page) courtesy 
Rodney Miller.
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master’s degree in Ireland but 
there’s always a connection 
with her musically. She was 
just telling me that someone 
has made a documentary in Ireland about this 
particular traditional singer from County Clare. She 
said, “Well, he’s kind of like Bob McQuillen. He’s made 
a certain song (and she said it in Irish, so I don’t know 
what the name of it is) and his singing has brought it 
to the fore, so that this song is sung all over the world 
now.” But there is a connection with Elvie’s partner, 
Dennis Liddy, in this documentary. The filmmaker 
wanted things recorded live in the studio for the 
documentary. So Dennis on fiddle and Elvie on piano 
played this waltz that I wrote for my granddaughter 
Jadin, and they ended up closing the documentary 
with this waltz. So, that was kind of cool. It’s very 
neat.

(Rodney Miller, continued frompage 23)
Something I noticed when I was listening to 
Castles on the Air, the piano or guitar always 
does two potatoes and then on Chestnuts, 
it’s four potatoes. So what happened to the 
potatoes?
 What happened was that Castles in the Air was 
just to record the contra dance repertoire in the mid-
’70s. The Chestnuts album was a project sponsored in 
part by CDSS and it was to capture the music for a lot 
of the chestnuts that were being danced and there was 
a certain expectation that it would be dance length, so 
I think the four potatoes was to set it up, “on your 
guard, get ready, set, go!"

And at the time that you 
made Castles were people 
doing two potatoes at a 
dance?
 Yeah, I think we 
were–bump, bump...

Your most recent 
recording is the Waltz CD 
with Elvie, which I love, 
and you’ve done a bunch 
of gigs with her in recent 
years. What’s that been 
like, as a parent, to work 
with your daughter?
 Incredibly rich. I 
know Elvie has moved on, 
she’s developing a whole 
music therapy career with a
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