
The Story of the Brackley Morris Men 
A Traditional Northamptonshire Morris Side 

 

13.  The Kit -  ‘Napkins, Scarfs & Garters’ 
 

 

Costwold Morris costume 
 

“With bells on legs, and napkins clean unto their shoulders tied,  
with scarfs and garters as you please”    

 

This description of morris costume from the play, "Knight of the Burning Pestle”  by 
Francis Beaumont, published in 1613 suggests that the basis of the kit has remained 
largely unchanged through the centuries:    
 

 

  

The Brackley kit 
 

The earliest description we have which is specific to the Brackley 
kit comes from Ann Baker’s ‘Glossary of Northamptonshire words 
and phrases’  published in 1854:  (10)   
 

The (Brackley) morris dancers were dressed in scarfs or belts of 
broad ribbon, one over each shoulder, crossing in the centre, orna-
mented with bunches of blue and red ribbons, or blue and orange; 
five rosettes were placed on the scarf before, and five behind, with 
one on each hip. Their hats were also decorated with rosettes and 
streamers of the same coloured ribbons. On their legs they often 
had as many as six rows of bells, six in a row, of different sizes 
graduating from the knee to the ankle.  
 

Another detailed description was published in the Banbury Guard-
ian in 1884 as part of a long article written by the Rev’d Hilderic 
Friend after seeing the side perform on Whit Tuesday that year.  (8) 
 

The traditional dress of the dancers was an unusually elaborate 
one - white trousers, linen shirt crossed with a double baldric con-
sisting of two broad bands of different colours upon which were 
sewn ten large and beautifully worked rosettes, one on each 
breast, on each shoulder blade, at each intersection of the ribbons 
back and front, and two on each side above the hip; a bunch of half 
a dozen or more broad silk ribbons, eighteen inches in length of 
various colours attached to the side of each hip. 

Ancient Victorian costume 
 

The photograph to the left, 
taken in 2014, shows an old 
Victorian Brackley baldric and 
cummerbund, still in the pos-
session of the side, quite well 
preserved, though now un-
used to avoid further deterio-
ration.   
 

It came into the possession of the side during the bagmanship of Ian 
Phillips 1976-79, and is thought to have been given by the widow or 
son/daughter of one of the pre-war men, though the side has no re-
cord or recollection of who donated it, or to which dancer it had origi-
nally belonged.  In 1981 it was in the care of Bagman Glyn Goddard, 
and the summer tour log of that year reported how “Glyn was sport-
ing his new baldric, made directly from the pattern of the great an-
cient baldric handed down to the men.”  From Glyn it passed to John 
Weaver, in whose stewardship it still remains today.   

Brackley Morris Dancer, 
William ‘Jockey’ Giles,  

pictured in August 1913 



What is the origin of our ‘ancient’ Victorian costume? 
 

Cecil Sharp, in his Morris Book part lll, wrote that the side had new baldrics made to commemorate Queen Vic-
toria’s Golden Jubilee of 1887, and even claimed to possess one of them himself.  We believe that our ‘ancient’ 
costume, along with the one worn by ‘Jockey’ Giles on the previous page, both date from 1887. 
 

Professional evaluation 
 

In June 2014 the costume was examined by Chloe Metcalfe, an expert in folk costume design**.  She helped 
us to formulate the following assessment. 
 

The baldric.  This is made of fine materials and weighs just 100gm (compare this to one of our modern baldrics 
at around 180gm). The green band is of silk and is hand-stitched to a linen backing.  The pink band appears to 
be of either fine wool or a wool/silk mix, again hand-stitched to a linen backing.   The rosettes are made of ma-
terials similar to those of the baldric bands, either a fine wool/cotton mix or fine wool/silk.  They are created 
from strips of fabric, the edges of which have been finely scalloped, probably cut with pinking shears, or possi-
bly a metal punch.  They are then starched, pleated into shape, sewn together in five layers, pressed, and hand 
sewn onto the baldric bands.    
 

The ribbons.  There are two bunches of ribbons, approx 18 inches long, each sewn together at one end.   
They are a mixture of materials and colours, some silk, some plain fabric, and others printed.  They appear to 
be a random mixture off-cuts from other uses, and some, particularly those of silk, are in a very fragile state.  
One of the ribbons consists of two pieces joined together by machine stitching, suggesting that it isn’t earlier 
than around 1870.  Another ribbon is of blue synthetic material, clearly added at a later date.   
 

The cummerbund.  This is a single piece of material, measuring 2 metres long by 28cm wide, and has the the 
form and appearance of a modern scarf.  The 1913 photos suggest that it would have been worn, perhaps 
folded in half to a finished width of about 14cm, and tied around the waist, with the remaining length hanging 
down from the left hand hip. The material appears to be a fine wool or wool/cotton mix.  The cut edge is folded 
and machine stitched to stop fraying.  Sewing machines began to appear in the 1870s and 80s and were af-
fordable only to professional costume makers or wealthy amateurs.   The machine stitching on the cummer-
bund is of a different style and thread colour from the ribbon mentioned above. It may be that this ‘scarf’ is of a 
different date from the baldric, possibly later, although the materials used are very similar. 
 

Summary  
 

This kit in our possession, along with the one pictured on ‘Jockey’ Giles, both closely resemble Hilderic Friend’s 
description of 1884 in the Banbury Guardian.  The materials used and the style of sewing are all consistent with 
costume making in the 1880s.  The extensive use of silk, and some element of machine stitching suggests that 
it was made with the sponsorship of a person of some wealth.   
 

It is a reasonable assumption that, with relatively infrequent use, a baldric made in the 1880s would still be 
worn in 1913 by the pre-war men.  So although we can’t be sure, it’s quite probable that both the kits pictured 
on the previous page were amongst the batch made to commemorate Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee of 1887.  
Surviving morris costumes from this period are very rare.   
 

** Chloe Metcalfe is a graduate of The Central School of Speech and Drama at which she gained a degree in 
Costume Making.  She went on to do a masters on ‘Investigating Fashion Design’.  She has become an expert 
in costume design, attending a number of courses on textile conservation, and is an advisor to the EFDSS on 
English folk dance costumes.   She is also, herself, a morris dancer and musician. 

 

Each man wears different colours 
 

The Brackley kit is unusual in that each man 
chooses his own colours.   All the men wear (fairly) 
uniform black top hats and bell pads, but their 
cummerbunds, baldrics and rosettes are made 
with colours according to the choice of the wearer.  
We believe that the origin of these variations 
comes from the 1800s when the performances 
were often made by men coming together from 
several local villages.   
 

When Sharp was collecting in the Brackley area in 
September 1922 he was “told by a number of infor-
mants that men from surrounding villages would 
dance with the Brackley team”.  

Sharpe wrote: 'Brackley's morris dancing won for it a great reputation in the neighbourhood, …. Many of the 
villages - Fritton, Middleton-Cheney, Dadford, Westbury etc., contributed dancers who would take their place in 
the Side when Brackley men danced in the streets of their respective villages. Some of theses villages sup-
ported sides of their own, but dances were little more than reproductions, more or less accurate, of those of the 
parent-village.' 



The illustration to the left is a photograph of a draw-
ing by Alison Helm.  The original, which is held at the 
Vaughan Williams Memorial Library at Cecil Sharp 
House (Accession no. 7900), appears to be done in 
felt tip pen.  It is thought to date from the 1970s and 
to have been based on a description by The Rev’d 
Hilderic Friend which was published in the Banbury 
Guardian in June 1884.  The photograph is repro-
duced here courtesy of the English Folk Dance & 
Song Society.   
 

The painting above, by James Danby, depicts Morris 
dancing at Stowe House in September 1844 during 
festivities organised by Richard Grenville, second 
Duke of Buckingham, to commemorate the coming 
of age of his son, the Marquis of Chandos. The 
Bucks Herald reported how there were performances 
by ‘Two companies of morris dancers in alternate 
sets who footed it the remainder of the day to the 
merry pipe and tabor.’ The two morris sides were 
from the two Buckinghamshire estates of Stowe and 
Wotton. This painting was recently acquired by 
Stowe House and will be hung in the Development 
Centre where it can be seen by members of the pub-
lic on open days.  Though it doesn’t show the Brack-
ley men, it gives a good indication of their probable 
appearance in the middle 1800s.  



This comprehensive and amusing illustration of the Brackley costume, drawn in 
1982 by Richard York (pictured left), and complete with coffee stains, was based 
on old photographs and written accounts.  It is still used today by newcomers to 
help them create their kit. 


