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Our September outings included the York Festival of Dance, covered in the previous newsletter, the St 
Peters Harvest Festival service (photos on page 2)  and the Banbury Hobby Horse Festival (see page 3).   
 

Roger Nicholls.  We were saddened to hear of the death of Roger Nicholls in October. The Magdalen 
College School boys side, which he founded in 1959, later evolved into the modern side which is still 
flourishing today.  Without his early inspiration and foresight, it is unlikely that there would be a ‘Brackley 
Morris Men’ in existence today.  The story of how he achieved this appears on page 4 of this newsletter.  
The photograph below was taken in December 2015 on the occasion of Len’s 80th birthday celebration. 
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St Peters Church Harvest Festival, 25th September.   
 

We were invited to join this year’s harvest festival family service.  The pews had been repositioned by the Rugby 
club boys to make space in the middle for us to dance, and the congregation were all served with bacon butties 
and hot drinks to consume while we danced.  What a great way to start the service!   

And we finished with our farewell dance, Bonny Green Garters, in which we were joined by the two ministers and 
several of the congregation. 
 

A day or so later we received an e-mail letter of thanks from the Rev’d Nicholas Gandy:  “The Morris Men made a 
great contribution to making yesterday’s harvest festival feel really festive!   Thank you so much for supporting us. 
I am hugely grateful to you all.  Please pass on my thanks to the dancers and supporters.  The dancing of Morris 
Men in the parish church on its harvest festival seems a delightful and quintessentially English thing, something 
good and enriching from our cultural heritage that we would be the poorer without.”   

The theme of the service was thanksgiving.  Thanks for 
our food, for our health, and for friends and families.  
Steve (below) offered thanks for ‘ladies of pleasure’ by 
dancing a jig of the same name. 

‘Ales’ 
 

We’re invited to a couple of Morris ales during October and November, and of course we are hosting our own 
Brackley Morris Ale on 19th November. 
 

These ales have their origins in the parish ales of Tudor times.  These were festive occasions involving eating, 
drinking, sports and dancing.  The parish or church brewed strong ale which was to be sold to raise money for 
local needs.  There was the ‘leet ale’ (manorial court day), the ‘lamb ale’ (held at sheep-sheering), and the 
‘Whitsun Ale’.  The word ‘bridal’ originally derives from ‘bride-ale’, the wedding feast organised to raise money for 
the couple.  So the word ‘ale’ refers both to the brew and to the occasion. The tradition of ales continues to be 
upheld by morris sides today, and they all seem to involve eating, drinking and dancing.  They are largely social 
occasions in which other morris sides are invited to attend in kit.  Dances are called, the musicians play, and the 
dancers join in the dances as they choose.  It’s a way of keeping in touch with old friends and trying new dances.   



The Banbury Hobby Horse Festival October 2016 
 

This year’s Banbury Folk Festival took place over the weekend of 7th-9th October, and we were invited on the 
Saturday to take part in the Hobby Horse procession.  We processed with our flags and danced at various spots 
around the centre of old Banbury. 

Several other sides were there, including the Border side 
Armalegon (below left) with our very own Robin Stanley 
in the musical line-up, and the Barefoot Belly dancers 
(below right) enjoyed by all the men, especially Michael. 



How Roger Nicholls achieved the founding of the Brackley Morris Men 
 

Roger had read modern languages at Oxford University, and whilst there, joined the Cecil Sharp Club.  In a letter 
to me he wrote:  ‘At the Christmas party, the Oxford University Morris Men burst in, doing a processional, and I 
was hooked’   The photo here, taken during the 
Brackley Septcentenary of 1960, shows the Oxford 
University Men with Roger on piano accordion.   
 

He graduated in 1959 and took a post as resident 
master at Magdalen College School, Brackley, 
with responsibility for looking after the boarders in 
their free time.  The passages below, taken from 
Roger’s diary describe how it all started. 
 

With the leaving of Mr Fairbairn at the end of the 
summer term, the Scottish dancing for the board-
ers on Saturday evenings came to a close.  In its 
place some Morris dancing was tried, which was 
felt to be very appropriate, since Brackley once 
had its own side of dancers, and its own particular 
dances, collected by Cecil Sharp and others, are well known and popular.  The old Brackley side last performed 
around 1920, and only two men are now alive from that number – Archie Kendall, musician, and Harold Rawlings.’ 
 

‘At the first practice in ‘Upper’, 18 boys arrived – a formidable number!  We tried ‘Bean Setting’ from Headington, 
and managed a number of figures.  The sticks were still rather green, and the floor was littered with fragments of 
bark when we finished.’ 

 

‘Bruised fingers and general apathy caused a considerable 
falling off in numbers, and we soon got down to a hard core 
of seven boys.      

 

The first performance took place on December 16
th
 at the 

Christmas party organised by the VI form dancing class.  It 
was held in the Driver Hall, and during the interval we per-
formed ‘Jockey’, ‘Beaux of London City’ (Adderbury), and 
‘Bean Setting’ (Headington).  No “war paint” had been as-
sembled by this time, and the boys hurriedly obtained white 
trousers to convey some of the right atmosphere.  The per-
formance had been well received and the ice had been bro-
ken.  
 

The photo here taken in 1961 shows Roger on accordion 
with George Chaplin, playing the role of fool. 
 

The full story of the Magdalen College boys side and how it evolved into the modern town side can be read in 
Chapter 6 of our history published on the website:  www.thebrackleymorrismen.org.uk 

The photo to the left was taken in 2009.  The one below, taken at 
Canons Ashby in 2013, shows the musicians during the recording of 
our CD ‘Skill and Tenacity’.  The sound of Roger’s voice and piano 
accordion can be heard on tracks 14 and 15 of this CD. 


