THE PSEUDO-UPTON-UPON-SEVERN STICK DANCE
by Peter Boyce
HOW IT HAPPENED - AND HOW IT HAS BECOME THE BASIS FOR A NEW
CHINGFORD TRADITION
The Pseudo-Upton-Upon- Severn Stick Dance has been a mystery for the past fifty years. “It isn't the Upton dance”. “Where does it come from?” “Which one is right?”  “Chingford have stolen Upton”. We've heard them all, many times, ad nauseam, hence this account brought to you by courtesy of the Morris organisations. The dance has become quite a celebrity; many sides perform it including the Chingford Lads on Blue Peter and at the Royal Ballet School - see Ron Smedley's article in ED&S, Spring 2008, “Teaching Billy Elliot”. Ron is at it again using up-to-date instructions from Geoff Hughes. The Royal Ballet Company also did it on “The Generation Game”. Some American sides do it. Geoff went over there and taught them… So, how did it happen and why are there two dances with the same name? Want to know? Then read on! We've also added the descriptions of several other Chingford dances.
It started with Nibs Matthews at a 'Morris Day of Dancing' run by him in c.1957. At that time I went on as many courses as I could to enlarge Mendip's repertoire. Bean Setting and a couple of Adderbury dances couldn't sustain interest for very long. Come on, we've all got to start somewhere! Nibs presented the original Upton stick dance as poorly remembered and a shadow of what it had been. “It needed working on” were his exact words. Perhaps others who were at the day remember those words too?
I took this information back to Weston, played and sang the given tune over and over again in an attempt to reach its essence and spirit. It was wild, joyous and vigorous. Then I tried to imagine the young men of Upton dancing. You see, there was a witness to the original dance: the tune. It had a strong first beat and then an even stronger fourth. A hop? Something stronger: a hook. The off-beat disappeared for the stick tapping, the on-beat being very strong. And, what about the boom-boom at the end of the phrase? The creative process wasn't contrived or deliberate or an attempt to be novel; the footwork, form and structure just happened; it all seemed to flow out of the tune. I had the very odd feeling that here was an incarnation of the way it was done at Upton. Out of respect for the men of Upton, I decided, rightly or wrongly, to retain the name, “The Upton Upon Severn Stick Dance”. That was the original version now danced, I believe, by Mendip.
Now, I'm not one for historical accuracy or scholarship, so I was blissfully unaware that the tune gathered from Nibs was never used by the Upton dancers. Oh dear! What was created, I now find, was something completely new, created as a response to that tune. Its connection with Upton was only coincidental.
The Mendip Boys, including Mike Wilson-Jones of Westminster who no doubt would answer any questions you might have, helped to fill in the details. I took the dance with me to Chingford where Geoff Hughes not only made further adjustments but also added the Cross and Turn figure. Geoff gives below what happened looked at from his perspective. Geoff and I used to chat for hours about Morris, Clog, Newbiggin and North Skelton. It was pretty clear that this lad was really fired up and bursting with ideas. I remember when he came up onto the stage at school waving a brown folder. “I've done another one”, he said and that was the start of the Chingford tradition, the new dances being based on the Pseudo-Upton movements. Why not try some? They are every bit as good as the number one. Chingford now perform his dances and have added more in the same style. They now do fifteen of these dances done to suitable tunes devised by the present Squire, Adrian Hilton, an ex-Chingford Lad if only as observer at school. It was my very good fortune to have as the leader of the Lads' team Geoff. For some you only have to light the fuse! Couldn't remember my dance Geoff? That sounds like a teacher's ploy to me!
I've always been a maverick; you wouldn't recognise some of my Playford presentations. Roughly Jamaica done to the Royal Albert? Well, well! I believe absolutely in a living tradition just as it used to be. We English have always been eclectic. Absorb inspiration from anywhere and make it our own. Come to my club and you'll find yourself doing vines and strutts in a Country Dance. May heaven preserve us! Line Dancing is anathema! “Bampton is done like this” from purists destroys creativity, the essence of all art. Television is full of such adaptations so it must be right!
That was all very sombre, so here's a joke to finish with, my one and only for the past fifty years. Anyone who knows me well would have heard it before. The inaugural meeting of Mendip took place in my flat on the outskirts of Weston. Nearby was Bleadon Hill. One of the guys wanted to call the side 'The Bleadon Morris Men'. Can you imagine it? “The next dance danced for you by the bleedin' Morris Men will be…” Actually, Bleadon Hill, roughly halfway between Clevedon and Burnham, the homes of some of our recruits, is the start of the Mendip range of hills. The Mendips start at Weston. How appropriate!
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