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February and March are traditionally a quiet time of year for performances, though  
several men have attended a number of ‘ales’ hosted by other sides.  So in this issue 
we’re focussing on our May Day activities. 
 

May Day usually marks the main start point for our dancing season.  The Brackley Men 
have been dancing the sun up on May Day morning every year since 1981.   We have 
no records of the pre-war side dancing on 1st May, though it’s quite possible that they 
did so.  But we certainly have good records from 1959 onwards when the boys’ side 
was founded by Roger Nicholls at Magdalen College School.  

 

Below are details of this year’s May Day activities, and on pages 2 & 3 we take a look back at how 
we’ve celebrated May Day over the last 50 years. 
 

 

Sunday 1st May, 2016 

   5.30am.  Dancing on the Market Place outside the Town Hall, followed by breakfast and music in  
  the Red Lion.  All welcome 
 

   9.45am.  Dancing outside St Peters Church ahead of the 10.00am service.  During the Service  
  we’ll be re-presenting the 1623 Silver Communion plate.  All are welcome. 
 

   11.15am. Dancing again outside the Church 
 

   12:00.    Dancing on the Market Place for the Artisans  
  market.  
     

The silver paten of 1623.  May Day this year is particularly 
special as we will once again be re-presenting the ancient 
1623 silver communion plate during the morning service at St 
Peters Church.  You can read all about this ancient artefact 
and its association with the Morris men on page 4. 

www.thebrackleymorrismen.org.uk     brackleymorris@gmail.com    Tel:   01604 832830 
 

Newsletter Editor:    Stephen Ferneyhough   Tel 07764 799947 

This cartoon was ‘borrowed’ from the Facebook group page called:    
‘How many Morris Dancers are on Facebook?’  

 

Anyone else like to come and have a go?  Newcomers are always welcome.  Feel free to come 
along and see what we get up to!  As you can see from the cartoon below, our audiences love us! 

http://www.thebrackleymorrismen.org.uk
mailto:brackleymorris@gmail.com


May Day mornings from past years 
 

The first mention of the modern side danc-
ing on May Day comes from ‘The Brack-
leian’ of July 1963 (The Brackleian is the 
Magdalen College School magazine):  
‘Despite the rain and the early hour, the 
Senior team enjoyed dancing with the Ox-
ford and Headington teams in the tradi-
tional May morning procession in Oxford’.   
 

And the following year, 1964:  ‘May day 
was greeted with folk and morris dancing 
in Brackley market Place’ though the time 
of day isn’t mentioned.  The photo here, 
with Brackley Town Hall in the back-
ground, was taken on that occasion on 
Friday 1st May 1964. 
 

The Brackeian of July 1967 stated that:  ‘On May Day we celebrated for the first time in what is probably the 
most traditional manner available, dancing at the crack of dawn, up the High from Magdalen Tower, and into 
the Broad at Oxford as guests of the Oxford University Morris Men.’  
 

And in July 1969:  ‘We attended the Oxford May morning celebrations and have been invited again next 
year.’     But it wasn’t until 1981 that the modern May Day tradition of dancing at dawn in Brackley was born. 
 

Friday 1st May 1981:  ‘Yea, verily, Brack-
ley Market Square it was, at 05.33 hours 
as the sun was due to rise in the East…  In 
darkness men (wise and otherwise) had 
travelled many miles to the mecca of the 
Market Square… The Northampton MM 
and the Stony Stratford MM both fielded 
sides.  There was a large populus of 100 
or so.  The show got underway with the 
Month of May.  The mayor welcomed the 
men and the revival of such a worthy tradi-
tion’.  More dancing followed, some indi-
vidual, some massed.  ‘Brian Wiles 
opened the Red Lion, having obtained an 
extension of hours from 05.30-08.30… At 
07.05 BGG was danced… most men re-
paired to the ale house for rest and more ale… The bag had taken an amazing £28.07, a trebor mint and 
some foreign coins… Breakfast was served at £1.50 per head…  There was music and dancing and each in 
turn made his way back home.’   
 

Since 1981, dancing the sun up at 
5.30am, on Brackley Market Place, fol-
lowed by beer and breakfast in the Red 
Lion, has all become an annual tradition.  
We’ve always been joined by visiting 
sides.  In the 1980s regular appearances 
were put in by the Northampton and Stony 
Stratford men, joined occasionally by Tow-
ersey, Chipping Campden, Ducklington or 
Polyolbian.  In the 1990s, Northampton, 
Royal Oak, Queens Oak, Owlswick and 
Heyford all came regularly.  From 2000 
onwards our main supporters have been 
Northampton, Royal Oak and the Aynho 
Apricots. 
 

 

1964 

1984 

1998 



In 2015 We said farewell to Nigel Wiles of ‘The Red Lion’ who was leaving  
the pub business for pastures new, thereby ending our 34 year May Day  

association with the Wiles Family. 

This photo, posted by Ian 
Skinner on the Brackley 
Morris Facebook page 
shows May Day dancing 
(date not given).  The cap-
tion in the paper reads:   
 

“May Morn dances.  The 
Morris Men came from 
Brackley, Stony Stratford, 
and Northampton, and they 
were well applauded for 
their efforts, but special ap-
preciation was given to the 
young dancers from Aynho 
C/E school who performed 
sword and maypole dances 
under the leadership of Mr 
W Morgan.”    

Below left is the photo used on the front cover of our CD, taken on May Day 2013.  In 2014, below centre,  
Radio Northants came to record our activities which were broadcast just ten minutes later on live radio. 

Above, Royal Oak are enjoying breakfast while the Anyho Apricots entertain us with their dancing. 
 

Below are the Northampton Men and Royal Oak performing on the Market Place in 2013. 



A new tradition.   The parish Church of St James was demolished in the 1930s, but the paten was trans-
ferred to St Peters where it still exists, though now locked away in order to preserve it from further wear.  
 

But the year 1983 saw the beginning of a new chapter in our May Day tradition.  Since that date, whenever 
1st May falls on a Sunday, the early morning activities are followed by a church service in St Peters, during 
which the men re-present the paten.  The notes below are taken from the Brackley logs kept by the modern 
side. 
 

Sunday 1st May 1983:    ‘All were there by 9.30 and this enabled negotiations to be finalised with Canon Pe-
ter Woodward.  The Fool was to read the Old Testament lesson, the Bagman to read the gospel, eight other 
men to pecuniate, and the Squire to address words to the congregation.  The 1623 paten was in use, as was 
a chalice given in 1580, and specific mention was made of these.  The church was full and the mayor turned 
out yet again’. 
 

Sunday 1st May 2016.   And so we’ll once again be presenting the paten during the 10.00am service at St 
Peters church.  We’ll be dancing both before and after the service.  All are welcome. 

May Day and the silver paten of 1623 
 

The earliest indication of Morris in Brackley is to 
be found on an artefact held at the local parish 
church of St Peter.  It’s a solid silver communion 
plate, inscribed with the names of seven men.  
The earliest written reference to this paten comes 
in the early 1820s when George Baker’s ‘History 
and Antiquities of the County of Northampton’ 
stated that: ‘…belonging to St Jame’s are two old 
chalices without inscriptions and an old paten, on 
which is rudely engraved “Given to the parish of 
St James in Brackley by Matthew Cadle, William 
Maiior, Bartholomew Cadle, John Stokes, Rich-
ard White, William Bartolomew, and Martin Bar-
fooote”.  The above seven persons are said to 
have been the Lords and servants of the Whitsun 
Ale, or the morris dancers’ .   


