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In 2024 the current Ilmington Morris celebrates 50 years since its revival. In 

1974 Paul Bryan, Stan Jones and Chris Green (my father) met to discuss restarting 

Morris dancing in Ilmington. However, the history of Morris dancing in 

Ilmington can be traced back some two centuries before this revival. Although 

many authors of articles and books about Morris dancing have touched on the 

Morris dancing in Ilmington there is no one collated history and there are many 

‘myths’ propagated. I have revisited the ‘history’, with the aid of the easier access 

to historic information through the internet, to mark the 50th anniversary of the 

current Ilmington Morris revival. 

 

My intension is to complete writing up my notes to cover the Ilmington 

dance repertoires and 20th century history. 

 

© Nick Green, September 2024 

  

http://www.eliznik.me.uk/


ILMINGTON MORRIS : CELEBRATING 50 YEARS OF REVIVAL 

© Eliznik www.eliznik.me.uk/ Page 3 September 2024 

Contents 

Section I : Chronology of the Ilmington morris teams through the 19th century 4 

Chapter 1: Stories of the 17th century 5 

Chapter 2: Late 18th century to early 19th century 9 

Chapter 3: The team until the late 1840s 13 

Chapter 4: The 1850s to 1860s team 15 

Chapter 5: The 1867 dispute story 18 

Chapter 6: Tysoe “last performance” story 21 

Chapter 7: D’Arcy Ferris and the Ilmington morris 22 

Chapter 8: Ilmington morris 1886, 1887, 1897 revivals 28 

Section II : Morris “families” 33 

Chapter 9: Arthur family – three generations of tabor and pipe musicians 34 

Chapter 10: Johnson family – foremen of the morris 36 

Chapter 12: Handy family of morris fools 41 

Chapter 13: Aston family 43 

Chapter 14: The new members to the 1880s team 45 

Annex – Ancestry of the Arthur family of Ilmington 48 

Annex – Ancestry of Johnson family of Ilmington 50 

Annex – Ancestry of Handy family of Ilmington 53 

References 56 

 

http://www.eliznik.me.uk/


ILMINGTON MORRIS : CELEBRATING 50 YEARS OF REVIVAL 

© Eliznik www.eliznik.me.uk/ Page 4 September 2024 

Section I : Chronology of the Ilmington morris teams 

through the 19th century 
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Chapter 1: Stories of the 17th century 

Chandler (1985) tells us, without giving a source, of an oral story that during the 17th century 

there was a Morris dance team from the village of Ilmington which performed at the famous 

Dover’s Games,1  

“To the accompaniment of the old tabor and pipe they danced for a week to the delight 

of all, their favourite pieces being ‘Shepherd’s Hey, and Heigh-ho to the Cotswolds” 

(Chandler, 1985). 

In two of Sam Bennett’s letters to the local newspaper it is possible to gain an idea of the source 

of this oral story,   

“In 1636 we read that the old tabor and pipe were used for Morris dancing at Dover’s 

Hill games and sports and Ilmington” (Bennett, 1909). 

“Sir,—ln the sixteenth century we read of Morris Dancing at Dover’s Hill sports, where 

was erected a flag on a pole and upon it the words “Heigh for the Cotswold.” The Morris 

Dancers performed round the flag, while men played the tabor and pipe, and it says that 

these dancers hailed from Ilmington, and from that time dancing has been carried on 

here” (Bennett, 1912). 

This gives two bits of information that relate to printed sources; firstly the year 1636 is when 

“Annalia Dubrensia”, a set of poems about the Dover’s Hill games, was published (Drayton, 

1636), and secondly the phrase  “flag on a pole and upon if the words ‘Heigh for the Cotswold’” 

which comes from the book “Poly-Olbion” published in 1612 (Drayton, 1612b). 

“Glimpses of Olden England” by Broadbent Trowsdale 

It seems unlikely that Sam Bennett has access to both these publications, more probable that 

Sam Bennett, or another contact, read the article “The Cotswold Games” which was published 

in many local newspaper during 1882 as part of a series under the title “Glimpses of Olden 

England” by Broadbent Trowsdale,  

“In 1636, a volume, now very rare, was published, composed of commendatory verses 

on the exploits of Cotswold. Some of the most eminent poets of the early part of the 

seventeenth century contributed to the work, which was entitled Annatiu Dubrensia.” 

(Trowsdale, 1882). 

“Drayton in his vast topographical poem ‘Poly Olbion,’ […] The fancy of the poet 

pictures the rustics dancing hand in hand to this music of the pipe and tabor about a flag 

staff erected on the highest hill—the flag inscribed Heigh for Costwold.” (Trowsdale, 

1882). 

No connection is made to morris in either Trowsdale’s article or the original publications, so 

this connection might have been made by Sam Bennett from the “pipe and tabor” reference. 

 

                                                           
1 See Francis Burns (1981) for a history of the Dover’s Hill Games. 
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Trowsdale says, 

“— while others feasted on the grass, presided over by the winner of the prize.”  

“Drayton […] speaks of the scene of the games as the yearly meeting place of the 

country folks for many miles round to exhibit the best bred cattle, and spend the day in 

jovial merriment.”  

“Being cognisant of the yearly gatherings on the range of hills overlooking the beautiful 

vale of Evesham,”  

“Leaping and wrestling for the men, and dancing for the maids, he continued; and added 

coursing and horse-racing for the delectation of the upper clauses.” 

“he formed the idea of enlarging and systemising them into a regular assemblage of all 

ranks of people in the province.” (Trowsdale, 1882) 

This talks of shepherds and bagpipes, and gives some further description of the scene of a 

traditional Whitsun gathering with local people on the hill top. Trowsdale ends the article by 

quoting from “Poly Olbion” (the fourteenth Song, lines 271–278), 

“But Muse, returne to tell, how there the Sheepheards King, 

Whose Flock hath chanc’t that yeere the earliest Lambe to bring, 

In his gay Bauldrick sits at his lowe grassie Bord, 

With Flawns, Curds, Clowted-creame, and Country dainties stor’d: 

And, whilst the Bag-pipe playes, each lustie jocund Swaine 

Quaffes Sillibubs in Kans, to all upon the Plaine, 

And to their Country-Girles, whose Nosegayes they doe weare. 

Some Roundelayes doe sing: the rest, the burthen beare.” (Drayton, 1612b) 

 

Figure 1. ‘Heigh for Costwold’ in 1612 Poly Olbion (source: Folger Shakespeare Library) 
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‘Heigh for Costwold’ 1612 

The ‘Heigh for Costwold’ phrase comes from an illustration in Drayton’s ‘Poly Olbion’ of 

Gloucestershire showing a hill in the centre with men dancing around a flagpole bearing the 

motto ‘Heigh for Cotswold’ to the accompaniment of tabor and pipe and bagpipe (Drayton, 

1612a).2 It is widely assumed that assumed that this is Dover’s Hill and these man are morris 

dancers, although there is no distinguishing feature of formation, costume or props that would 

clarify this. 

“Annalia Dubrensia” 1636 

The assembly of poems by friends of Robert Dover in “Annalia Dubrensia” (Drayton, 1636) 

provides ideas of what the Dover’s Hill Olympic Games pictured for them; shepherds and 

shepherdesses, dancing Druids, bagpipes.  

Regarding dancing, 

“Where Sheepheards wel-tun'd-pipes with dauncing breath […] While Sheepherdesses 

sing sweet Rowndelaier,” William Denny 

“That when the Lads, and Lasses, hand in hand, Daunce their high Measuyes, those of 

Fayrie-land,” R. N. 

“And whil’st you daunce a round, Let Eccho’s shrill resound.” John Menese 

There are four references to bagpipes, a reference to tabors and one to shepherd’s pipes,  

“The Violls milder notes, and Cornets shriller noise, To which the Bagg-pipes sound, 

and Tabours, are but toyes” Frances Izod 

“Abroad to jolly shepherds, Bagg pipes play,” William Denny 

“Where Sheepheards wel-tun'd-pipes with dauncing breath” William Denny 

Robert Dover’s games has a political motive by demonstrating against the religious prohibition 

of the time, and the only mention of morris dance is under the description of being a way to 

hell; 

“These teach that Dauncing is a Jezabell, 

And Barley-breake, the ready way to Hell, 

The Morrice, Jdolls; Whitson-ales can bee 

But profane Reliques, of a Jubilee: 

These is a Zeale, t’expresse how much they doe 

The Organs hate, have silenc’d Bagg-pipes too, 

And harmlesse May-poles, all are rail’d upon,” Thomas Randell. 

One aspect of Robert Dover’s concept was to expand the festival of locals to include the elite, 

one poet makes a comment on the difference in social status between the country shepherdesses 

and the court dances of the Galliard, 

                                                           
2 A copy is in the archives of Francis Burns held by the Chipping Campden History Society. 
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“Collen! They say, at Court there is an Art, 

To dance a Ladies honor from her hart; 

Such wiles, poore Sheepehards know not, all their sence 

Is dull to any thing, but Innocence: 

The Country Lasse, although her Dance bee good, 

Stirs not an others Galliard in in the Blood;” Thomas Randall 

Further references to dancing in “Annalia Dubrensia”, 

“To heere their Musique, doe forget to feeds, 

That when the Lads, and Lasses, hand in hand, 

Daunce their high Measuyes, those of Fayrie-land,” R. N. 

“The ancient dancing Druidies hath cal’d, 

Which from the Woods did walke unto the Plaine, 

There dance a Jigg, and fo returne againe. 

Let him that dares thy dancing-greene deface, 

Be plagu'd as well as Erisictron was, 

Who cause he feld those Dancers sacred tree,” William Durham 

“And whil’st you daunce a round, 

Let Eccho’s shrill resound.” John Menese 

“Keeping their Revells now on Cotswold downes,  

In thy great honour, dauncing Maskes, and Rownes : 

Which tunes the silvan Queriſters doe sing,” John Stratford 

Morris at Dover’s Hill games 

The Dover’s Hill games ran, with a break for some years in the mid-17th century, until 1852 

when the land was lost due to the 1850 land enclosures. 

Dommett, quoting Henry Taylor (born 1843), a son of one of the old Longborough morris 

dancers, said that as a young boy he used to risk playing truant to watch the morris. At that 

time the local sides were accustomed to meet at Stow-on-the-Wold and compete for the right 

to dance “on the hill”, meaning Dover’s Hill. Dommett, who references (without details) a 

manuscript history written by John Home of Campden in 1898, says that dancers from 

Longborough attended the last Dover’s Hill games in 1852 (Dommett, 1995:1). 

Bearing this in mind, and the oral story from Chandler,  

“Among the names of those who danced were Jack Underhill, Giles Archer, J. Keeley. 

S. Hobday, T. Johnson, and others, together with one Sam Handy who played the 

buffoon.” (Chandler, 1985) 

It seems possible these names are in the collective memory for the old Ilmington team that had 

some association with the Dover’s Hill Games in the early 19th century. 
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Chapter 2: Late 18th century to early 19th century 

Chandler (1985) tells us of the village oral history, probably collected by Sam Bennett, 

“Among the names of those who danced were Jack Underhill, Giles Archer, J. Keeley. 

S. Hobday, T. Johnson, and others, together with one Sam Handy who played the 

buffoon.” (Chandler, 1985). 

We do not know the accuracy of the names of earlier dancers, the period of time they relate to, 

or even if the names are all from the same generation of the morris team. However, ancestry 

research on the names of dancers completed using the online family history resources reveals 

that people with these names existed3 and some are linked by family connections to the later 

morris generations.  

George Arthur (tabor and pipe musician) can be added to this list as he is remembered as being 

in charge of the team in Trafalgar year, 1805 (Bennett, 1908a) (Bennett, 1908b), plus “Joseph 

Johnson” is mentioned once as a former foreman of the team. 

Giles Archer should be excluded from this list as he was from a later period. The records 

include only one Giles Archer (1810–1893), who could have been involved in a later generation 

of the Morris team. There is only one plausible T. Johnson, which is Thomas Johnson (1793–

1863) who was Joseph Johnson’s (1824) older half-brother. He was the school master in 

Ilmington, and could well have started in the morris troupe soon after 1810. 

Figure 2 shows a timeline of potential Morris activity assuming dancers started learning from 

their mid-teens and were most active as a dancer from aged 20 for some further 20 years. 

Although there is uncertainty, these names indicate there was Morris activity in the late 18th 

century, and although George Arthur gets credit for an 1805 team, this is likely a continuation 

of past teams. 

 

Figure 2. Names that relate to a period from the late 18th century to the early 19th century. 

                                                           
3 Keith Chandler (1985) previously made similar research manually from the church records, which are far 

harder to search, consequently there are some differences where Chandler could not find the information or 

could not confirm there were no other options. 
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For the full family ancestries of the Arthur, Johnson and Handy families who remained active 

in the Morris team until the late 1880s, see the later chapters in Section II dedicated to each 

family. 

George Arthur (tabor and pipe musician) 

George Arthur (1765–1838) from Snowshill moved to Ilmington, and worked as a stone mason, 

the same profession as the Johnson family. He married in Ilmington in 1790 aged 25 years,  so 

it could be assumed he moved to Ilmington for work before this date, but it was at least 15 

years later when,  

“The troupe established at Ilmington, by one George Arthur, a stone-mason, in 

Trafalgar year, 1805. He had a son, Thomas, who joined in with him and they practiced 

in long range of disused weaver’s shops.”  (Bennett, 1908a) 

It should be assumed he was active in Ilmington as a musician for morris prior to 1805, learning 

to play either as a teenager in Snowshill (where there is no known history of Morris), or in the 

few years between living in Snowshill and his marriage in Ilmington, or from an earlier team 

in Ilmington. 

Joseph Johnson (foreman) 

There is a single reference in a 1904 report that the then-foreman, Joseph Johnson took over 

the Ilmington Morris team from his uncle, another Joseph Johnson,  

“The Bidford dancers were taught by a certain Joseph Jonson, of Ilmington, and under 

the fostering influence of Mr D’arcy Ferris. Joseph Jonson was foreman of the 

Ilmington dancers. He succeeded his uncle, another Joseph Jonson.” (Stratford-upon-

Avon Herald, 1904) 

Chandler proposed that this Joseph Johnson was born in 1798 (Chandler, 1985) although there 

are no church records or census data to substantiate this person. It would seems plausible 

Joseph Johnson (1824) had an uncle ‘Joseph’ as it is typical to name the first son after the father 

or grandfather. However according to the records his uncles were John Johnson (1780) who 

married and moved to Temple Grafton by 1806 and Thomas Johnson (1778) who probably 

moved to Dunchurch. His grandfather was Joseph Johnson (1741) so could have been an active 

Morris dancer from about 1760 to 1780s, which seems slightly too early. 

S(amuel) Handy (buffoon) 

There was someone named “Samuel Handy” living in Ilmington from at least the mid-17th 

century until around 1830. Given that time frame suggests late 18th to early 19th century, this 

limits “Samuel Handy” to either; 

1. Samuel Handy born 1763 who would have potentially been active from 1780s to 

1820s,  

2. His son Samuel Handy born in 1791 who could have been active as a teenager 

from 1805 to 1831 when he left Ilmington to live in Blockley. 

http://www.eliznik.me.uk/


ILMINGTON MORRIS : CELEBRATING 50 YEARS OF REVIVAL 

© Eliznik www.eliznik.me.uk/ Page 11 September 2024 

J(ames) Keeley 

 

J Keeley could be either of: 

1. James Keeley an agricultural labourer living next door to Michael Johnson Jr. (of 

the morris team) and Michael Johnson Sr. He is contemporary to George Arthur 

of the 1805 team. 

2. Joseph Keeley – agricultural labourer who lived in Back Street and married the 

sister of Joseph Johnson (1860s morris team).  

Joseph Keeley died between 1871 and 1881 aged in his 50s. If he was dancing in the Morris 

team he would have been active contemporary with Joseph Johnson and would be expected to 

be on the known dancers list from the 1860s. Therefore, it is possible the J. Keeley was James 

Keeley, contemporary with the team of George Arthur. 

“Jack” Underhill  

 

There is only one option for “Underhill” living in or near Ilmington, which is George Underhill 

(1748–1798). If he was in the morris, this would have been in the team pre-dating George 

Arthur’s 1805 team. 

The Underhill family came from Quinton, each generation had a will and probate (Katherine 

who died in 1767, George senior who died in 1772, and George who died 1798) which confirms 

the names of the family members and indicates that the family had wealth. 

George Underhill was a “grazier” who rented land in Ilmington (he is on the land tax records 

as a tenant in 1798). His wife died the year following the birth of his one daughter. George died 

1798 and from then on there are no other options for “Jack Underhill”. 
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S(amuel) Hobday 

 

There are two options for Sam Hobday within the proposed time frame to have been involved 

with the morris: 

1. 1771–1842 born to William and Lucy Snow (married 1768) 

2. 1776–1850 born to Samuel and Rose Smith (married 1767) 

Neither seem to have married, one was a currier and the other an agricultural labourer. 
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Chapter 3: The team until the late 1840s 

The description from James Jenkins Bennett (born 1853), oldest brother to Sam, suggests the 

team was continuous locally in the decades before the 1850s, peaking in 1863, becoming less 

active sometime in the years following 1863. 

“The troupe did a good deal travelling around the native place the early years, especially 

at holiday times, but in the fifties and sixties they widened out and soon got very 

popular. […] the troupe did good deal active work at the time the King’s wedding 

[1863], in and few years later on” (Bennett, 1908a)  

From the known names in the morris there appears to be a new generation from the 1850s, 

potentially under Joseph Johnson as foreman (see Figure 3). The prior team could have been 

the one remembered for the participation of Ilmington morris at the Dover’s Hill games which 

closed after 1852. 

 

Figure 3. Known dancers between 1800 and 1860. 

Members of a team following on from George Arthur’s 1805 team could have included some 

of the older members, and a new generation. From Chandler’s (1985) village oral history list, 

Giles Archer and Tom Johnson would have been in the new generation. 

“Among the names of those who danced were Jack Underhill, Giles Archer, J. Keeley. 

S. Hobday, T. Johnson, and others, together with one Sam Handy who played the 

buffoon.” (Chandler, 1985). 

Chandler (2002a) lists Joseph Smith (1798–1873) as the fool, taking over from Sam Handy. 
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Tom Arthur (pipe and tabor musician) 

George Arthur’s (1765–1838) son, Thomas (Tom) Barnett Arthur (1802–1890), became the 

tabor and pipe player, following on after his father. 

T(homas) Johnson 

Thomas Johnson (1793–1863) was Joseph Johnson’s (1824) older half-brother. He was the 

school master in Ilmington, and could have started in the morris troupe soon after 1810. 

Joseph Johnson  

Joseph Johnson (1824–1901) was the foreman by the 1860s and possibly from the 1850s, which 

would suggest he learnt the morris in the 1840s team. 

Giles Archer 

There was only one Giles Archer (1810–1893) in the genealogical records. If he was a morris 

dancer he would have been active from the late 1820s, and after 1830 when he moved to 

Stretton-of-Fosse he could have continued to be involved. He was well known as the landlord 

of the Plough Inn pub in Stretton, which he then passed to his son James Archer. Sam Bennett 

would have known James in the 1900s when his team performed at Stretton-on-Fosse.  

 

 

Figure 4. Archer family in Ilmington. 

The “Archer family” were tenants at Foxcote Manor from the 14th century (Gardner and 

Ibbotson, 1974:11). However it is not possible to trace backwards more than two generations 

from Giles as the baptism records are not available online. Giles was son of James and Mary 

Grey (James’ second wife). Giles married Elizabeth Smith of Stretton-on-Fosse in 1830, aged 

20, and moved to Stretton. Censuses 1841–1891 list him as a Blacksmith in Stretton-on-Fosse. 

In the 1850 Whites Directory and the 1868 Post Office directory he is listed as a beer retailer 

and in December 1880 his licence for the Plough Inn Stretton-on-Fosse was transferred to his 

son James.4 In the 1881 census James Archer is recorded as a blacksmith and inn keeper. In 

the 1884 directory of Stretton, James is also listed as Parish Clerk.   

                                                           
4 1850 White’s Directory page 713, 1868 Post Office Directory of Warwickshire page 1123, Stratford-upon-

Avon Herald Friday 17 December 1880 page 8 column 4. 
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Chapter 4: The 1850s to 1860s team 

Sharp lists the 1860s team, that he called “the original side” at Ilmington, as recounted to him 

by Michael Johnson consisting of the following dancers (Sharp, 1906-1923b:135); 

1. Joseph Johnson, foreman, uncle of Michael, now dead, 

2. Robertson (dead) the only one who did jigs, 

3. Thomas Aston (dead), 

4. William Handy - one of the earliest - now living in Ilmington, 

5. Michael Johnson (69) danced no. 5, now living in Ilmington, 

6. George Aston (dead). 

The father and son, Joseph and Michael Johnson, and William Handy are from multi-generation 

families of morris dancers in Ilmington. These three family histories are covered in separate 

chapters in Section II.  

 

Figure 5. 1860s morris team. 

Joseph Johnson  

This was foreman Joseph Johnson’s (1824–1901) team, with only Tom Arthur (pipe and tabor 

musician) of the previous team still active.  

Michael Johnson  

Michael Johnson (1842–1924), son of the foreman, was one of three surviving members of the 

19th century team that Cecil Sharp interviewed (Sharp and MacIlwaine, 1912:3) and from 

whom Sharp notated the Ilmington tunes (Sharp and MacIlwaine, 1912:35).  

Tom Arthur 

Thomas (Tom) Barnett Arthur (1802–1890) became the tabor and pipe player, following on 

after his father and was still active in the team in the 1880s. 

“Tom Arthur did a Morris dance here in 1887, with his son playing the tabor, and that 

although eighty-five years of age, Tom danced a Morris jig” (Bennett, 1912). 
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James Arthur 

Tom’s first son James Arthur (1828–1906) also took on playing tabor and pipe for the Morris,  

“Thomas and his son James took the office piper in turns, the former being also a very 

expert dancer” (Bennett, 1908a).  

Joseph Arthur 

In addition, one of James’ brothers also danced, probably Joseph Arthur (1838) as brothers 

Euston and Mark only young teenagers at the time,   

“James Arthur, grandson of the founder, gave a young brother, after one of the dancers, 

the pipe to wash in a well by the roadside. The youth was off his guard, loosed it, and 

it sank the bottom. The piper, much enraged, marched off home and found old flute 

which served instead. Next day the well was cleaned out and the pipe recovered” 

(Bennett, 1908a). 

George and Thomas Aston  

In the 1861 census George (1843–1890) and Thomas (1840–1871) lived in Sheep Street next 

door to George Arthur (the old tabor and pipe player) and Joseph Johnson (the foreman of the 

morris). It is quite possible this is how they became connected to the morris. Three members 

of the Aston family danced; Thomas and George until the mid-1860s, and their nephew Joseph, 

whose mother was the daughter of Joseph Johnson, in the Sam Bennett team of the 1900s. 

George Aston left Ilmington in 1864 for Yorkshire following prosecution in court and was 

from then known as George Austin. Thomas Aston left Ilmington in 1869, possibly at the time 

of another court case, and similarly moved to Yorkshire taking the name Thomas Austin. 

Robertson or Joseph Robinson 

This name came from Cecil Sharp’s interview with Michael Johnson,  

“Only one of the side, Robertson, used to dance jigs "The present men they can't dance 

'em” (Sharp, 1906-1923a:133). 

This suggests he used to dance the bacca pipes jig, 

“Robertson used to dance over the pipes with a pair of woman’s patterns on his feet” 

(Sharp, 1906-1923a:133). 

There is no person with the name “Robertson” registered in the census or church records around 

this time. There was only one family of “Robertson” living in Ilmington for one generation 

from the late 1780s. The closest in name is a George Robertson born in Armscote in 1810 and 

who lived in Tredington. I have noticed that Cecil Sharp was not completely accurate in his 

transcriptions between his brief field notes, his written notes and published information. 

However, in Ilmington there is a family called Robinson. Joseph Robinson (1828–1885), whose 

mother was Hannah Archer, niece to morris dancer Giles Archer. This also fits Chandler’s 

addition of “Jesse Robinson” in his CDrom gazette of morris dancers (Chandler, 2002a).5 He 

would have been aged in his 30s during the peak of the morris team, but died in his 50s so was 

not in the 1880s revival team. 

                                                           
5 Chandler has the incorrect death year for “Jesse Robinson” as 1924. 

http://www.eliznik.me.uk/


ILMINGTON MORRIS : CELEBRATING 50 YEARS OF REVIVAL 

© Eliznik www.eliznik.me.uk/ Page 17 September 2024 

[Thomas or Samuel] Jones 

The name “Jones” in relation to the 1860s team comes from a manuscript referenced in a letter 

from Dommett to Chandler (no date [1981]) (Chandler, 1993:225) reportedly written by 

“Evans” 6 with information from a former dancer named “Jones”. It seems unlikely that “Jones” 

was a key member of the team as Michael Johnson did not give this name and Cecil Sharp did 

not interview him as a former member of the original team.  

There are a few people with the family name “Jones” in or from Ilmington in the correct age 

ranges. William Jones (1843– <1881) lived next door to Thomas Johnson, but William died 

before 1881 so could not have talked to Evans in the 1900s. Samuel Jones (1846–1935) could 

have been associated with the morris for a few years before the team disbanded, he moved 

before 1771 to Aston in Birmingham was unlikely to have been in the area to talk to Evans. 

Thomas Jones (1830–1911) married Rina Bryan in 1862 in Teddington, but their children from 

1865–1869 were baptised in Ilmington. There are no other census or church records for Thomas 

Jones or Rina Jones, although Thomas could be in the Shipston work house as a widower in 

1911.  

Neither “Jones” was not related to the morris through families, or occupation as a stone mason, 

or living next door to the main dancers. 

 

  

                                                           
6 Evans is most probably F.W. Evans project secretary The Stratford-upon-Avon Shakespeare Club which 

organised events including folk dance and morris in the early 1900s.  
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Chapter 5: The 1867 dispute story 

The aim of this article is to discuss the stories and situation of the team in the 1860s. This story 

has the sound of a ‘tall story’ enlarged by supposition, here I try to unravel the story. 

In 1908 Sam’s brother James wrote without mention of the year 1867, 

“the troupe did good deal active work at the time the King’s wedding [1863], in and 

few years later on” (Bennett, 1908a)  

In August 1912 as Sam Bennett said, 

“In 1867, owing to a dispute, the old troupe was broken up” (Bennett, 1912) 

Sam was only born in 1865, so he could only have heard about a “dispute” 20 years later or so, 

possibly when the morris team reformed for the 1887 jubilee, but his quoting the year of 1867 

appears to have come from the 1912 publication of Cecil Sharp. 

Year of “1867” 

The year of 1867 has been quoted in many accounts, however this originates from a mistake 

by Cecil Sharp in his book, 

“The old Ilmington Morris team, which had danced annually for as many years as the 

oldest inhabitant of the village can recall, was disbanded in 1867, owing to the death of 

their pipe and tabor player, Tom Arthur” (Sharp and MacIlwaine, 1912:102). 

In his notes, Cecil Sharp says the “Blackwell Morris stopped in 1867 when the fiddler died – 

struck by lightning” (Sharp, 1906-1923a:131), and as Keith Chandler pointed out, it appears 

Sharp might have mixed this event with Ilmington (Chandler, 1980b).  

Sam Bennett wrote to the press pointing out Sharp’s error,  

“Mr. Sharp, in his Morris book, makes a few statements which need correcting. […] 

He says the Ilmington dancers were disbanded in 1867 owing to the death of Tom 

Arthurs, but as a matter of fact Tom Arthurs did a Morris dance here in 1887, with his 

son playing the tabor, and that although eighty-five years of age, Tom danced a Morris 

jig. He died in April, 1891” (Bennett, 1912). 

The following week Sharp writes,  

“l am much obliged to Mr. S. Bennett for pointing out that the late Mr. Joseph Johnson 

and the late Mr. Thomas Arthurs, of Ilmington, died, respectively, in 1901 and 1891 

[…] The error, which I greatly regret, arose through a foolish misunderstanding on my 

part” (Sharp, 1912). 
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The Brailes “dispute” story 

Roy Dommett said the “dispute” was with the Brailes morris dancers in 1867, 

“The Ilmington men said that it was a fight with the Brailes dancers on a speculative 

tour in 1867 following dancing at the Shipston-on-Stour Flower show that led to Joe 

Johnson leaving the village and the morris stopping” (Dommett, 1980). 

The year of 1867 came from Sharp, so was seemingly attached to this story by Dommett. 

Dommett also gave a more elaborate version story,  

“They went to Shipston-on-Stour flower show and thought they'd do a tour and walk 

over to Brailes. […] When they got to Brailes, the local Morris side was there and took 

exception to them dancing. A bit of a fight ensued and the foreman Joseph Johnson got 

a bit of a bad time of it. Apparently he ran all the way back to Shipston. The people of 

the village teased him about to such an extent that he emigrated to Birmingham. Of 

course, Morris stopped at that point” (Dommett, 1979). 

Dommett does not reference a source for this story, however Chandler (1993:225) has a letter 

from Dommett referencing a manuscript “Evans MSS, interview, circa 1904, with Jones, a 

dancer with the Ilmington side during the eighteen sixties”.7  

There are no newspaper reports in this period of a “flower show” in Shipston, although such 

events with reports of all the prize winners are common in the local villages. In Shipston there 

was a flower show organised by the Shipston-on-Stour Horticultural Society during the 1880s, 

not the 1860s.  

For the “annual” visit to Tysoe, the route through Brailes would be common and is reported by 

Michael Johnson, so being in Brailes would not have been unusual. 

Regarding Joseph Johnson leaving Ilmington, it is clear he was in Ilmington until the late 

1870s. The 1871 census lists him living in Ilmington, in 1881 he was listed in Brackley but had 

returned to Ilmington by 1891. There are a number of court cases referring to a Joseph Johnson 

of Ilmington through the 1870s. One in particular in 1873 required him and his brother to pay 

for the support of their mother (Sarah who died in 1874) who had become chargeable to the 

Shipston Union (workhouse) (Oxfordshire Weekly News, 1873). At this time in the late 1860s 

the person who did move to Birmingham permanently was Samuel Jones, one of two possible 

“Jones” for the supposed source of the story. 

So Roy Dommett’s story is incorrect in both the place and decade that Joseph Johnson left 

Ilmington, the Shipston Flower festival cannot be confirmed and the Ilmington team regularly 

travelled through Brailes without issue. 

 

                                                           
7 Letter from Dommett to Chandler (no date [1981]) (Chandler, 1993:225). Evans is most probably F.W. Evans, 

projects secretary of The Stratford-upon-Avon Shakespeare Club which organised events including folk dance 

and morris in the early 1900s. The form of this manuscript is unclear. There are letters from Evans in the 

Vaughan Williams library relating to organising events, as far as I know Evans was not a researcher of collector 

and does not leave an archive. See the Chapter 4: The 1850s to 1860s team regarding “Jones”.  
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The Aston brother’s leave Ilmington 

Relations between the James Arthur’s family (tabor and pipe player) and the two dancers from 

the Aston family (George and Thomas) must have taken some strain or created a “dispute” in 

1864. George Aston was prosecuted for damage to the gates belonging to one of largest land 

farmers, William Hands, on the evidence of James Arthur’s 11 year old son, 

“George Aston and John Righton, of the parish of Ilmington, were charged with having, 

on the 30th of last, at the said parish, unlawfully, wilfully, and maliciously damaged 

and injured certain gates […] The case was proved a lad, named Henry James Arthur, 

who proved seeing the defendants at one of the gates, and saw the gate thrown to the 

ground. Fined 10s. each, in default, to be committed for one month with hard labour” 

(Leamington Spa Courier, 1864)  

It appears that George moved (ran away) to Knaresborough (Yorkshire) following the court 

case in 1864 and changed his name to George Austin (presumably to prevent being found). He 

worked as a mason’s labourer before emigrating to Canada.  

In 1869 there was a case against James Hitchman and Thomas Aston for trespass and taking 

game, although Thomas Aston was cleared of the charge (Oxford Chronicle and Reading 

Gazette, 1869), Thomas also relocated to Knaresborough (Yorkshire) with his family and 

changed his name to Thomas Austin. 
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Chapter 6: Tysoe “last performance” story 

The “Tysoe Insurance Society” was established 1857 and 20 years later had branches in the 

local villages of Oxhill, Brailes, Halford Bridge, Ilmington, Tredington, Pillerton, and 

Whatcote (Banbury Advertiser, 1884). Every year in July they held their meeting in the village 

of Tysoe, and each branch also had annual meetings. This society passed under a variety of 

names in the press reports (Banbury Advertiser, 1863). The Ilmington Morris dancers attended 

the 1857 inauguration, 

“they spent whole week there, and afterwards paid annual visit.” (Bennett, 1908a) 

In a newspaper report in 1904, Michael Johnson, one of the old team, says,  

“On another occasion the Ilmington men walked to Tysoe, and danced their way home 

by Brailes and Winderton. Michael Jonson stated that he wore the soles off his boots 

on that day.” (Stratford-upon-Avon Herald, 1904) 

We can be certain that both of these stories referred to the 1860s team because when Sam 

Bennett’s team returned to Tysoe in 1909 it is reported that the last time Morris was performed 

there was over 40 years before, this making it before 1869, 

“Tysoe - Friendly Society’s Fete — The Ilmington Morris Dancers gave two 

performances. It is over 40 years since the old Ilmington Morris dancers with old taber 

and pipe were at Tysoe, and the people of Tysoe have not seen Morris dancing since, 

so it was interesting to all to once more see the old dances performed” (Evesham 

Standard & West Midland Observer, 1909) 

Although Sharp cited this as being in the year of 1867 in his interviews with William and 

Michael Handy, Sharp’s actual field notes say “last danced 50 years ago at Tysoe” which is 

likely to refer to a rounded and approximate period rather than an actual fixed year (Sharp, 

1910).  

It is not possible to confirm which year during the 1860s was the last visit by the Ilmington 

morris dancers. They were certainly there in 1857 and 1863, and certainly not there in 1869. 

Newspaper reports are only available for 1860, 1863 and 1869. This might be that the event 

was nothing more than the meeting so not particularly news worthy, or it just was not reported 

on. 

The 1860 report says the meeting “will follow the different amusements” and only gives the 

Britannia Band as in attendance (Banbury Advertiser, 1860). In 1863 a larger event following 

the meeting is reported to include Morris dancers,  

“Tysoe – The Insurance Society – […]  There was a sermon in Church Tysoe, after 

which there was a flower show in Middle Tysoe, a tea party in a marquee, morris 

dances, and a balloon.” (Banbury Advertiser, 1863) 

The 1869 report says the annual meeting was accompanied by the usual festivities, but the long 

list does not include Morris dancers (Leamington Spa Courier 1869). 
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Chapter 7: D’Arcy Ferris and the Ilmington morris 

The Ilmington morris made short lived revivals in 1886, 1887 and finally in 1897. The first of 

these is generally connected to an initiative by one D’Arcy Ferris which was based in the nearby 

village of Bidford-on-Avon. Although D’Arcy Ferris’ interest and his enterprise was short 

lived, maybe only 3 months before bookings diminished, it did lead to the Bidford morris 

continuing independently for another couple of decades.  

The researched story of D’Arcy Ferris and his Bidford team has several connections to 

Ilmington. It is certain the Bidford musician received pipe and tabor lessons in Ilmington, there 

is speculation regarding the involvement of the Ilmington morris foreman with the Bidford 

team, and it is probable the success of the Bidford team led to a reforming of the Ilmington 

team over the summer months of 1886. 

In this chapter, I change the perspective from being Bidford centric to be an Ilmington 

perspective, but first I detail the start of the Bidford enterprise.  

D’Arcy Ferris and the Bidford morris 

Interest in morris, 1885 

Ernest Richard D’Arcy Ferris (born 1855), later changed the spelling of his name to Ferras 

during 1888 following his adoption of the role as ‘Lord of Misrule’. His interest in creating 

‘Merrie England’ and his work directing pageants led to the inclusion of morris dance in his 

pageants during the summer of 1885.  

In late 1885 he planned a professional tour of “rustic” village morris dancing, and chose 

Bidford as the base for his team. Maybe influenced by the Shakespearian reference to ‘Drunken 

Bidford’, 

“at the Falcon Inn made good, colourful, appropriate background” (Judge, 

1994(1984):7). 

At the Cheltenham performance, 

“the pictorial representation of the old Falcon Inn, in the background, gave a realistic 

suggestiveness to the whole performance” (The Cheltenham looker-on, 1886). 

A contract was drawn up late 1885, stipulating the rules and payments, and stating that the tour 

would run to 30th June 1886 (Judge, 1994(1984):10). He enlisted,  

“William Trotman, then aged about forty-three who was to be foreman […] Some of 

the dancers may have been enlisted as a group, as it was reported that some were 

celebrated as mummers. Nearly all of them were apparently out of work because of the 

hard winter” (Judge, 1994(1984):8). 

William Trotman was born in 1843 in Idbury (near the morris village of Bledington) and 

married aged 20 in Littleton. His first daughter was born in Littleton in 1864, his second 

daughter in Bidford in 1866, so he moved to Bidford before 1866. Much has been discussed 

about his possible connections to Bledington morris and therefore connections between the 

new Bidford repertoire and that of Beldington (see Bradtke, 2012). However, if William was 
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known as a morris dancer in Bidford and potentially foreman for over 23 years after leaving 

Idbury village which is not known to have had a morris team, it seems most likely he had been 

involved in a previous Bidford morris team. 

Ferris was in contact with Thos Curtis during late 1885 regarding the Brackley morris team.8 

Judge says that in 1885 Curtis suggested Ferris contacted Timothy Howard of the Brackley 

morris, which was known to be a centre of morris tradition,  

“Probably nowhere in the country could a better opportunity of studying the subject 

[morris dancing] have been offered than that which was enjoyed by the people of 

Brackley on Whit-Tuesday June 3rd 1884” (Friend, 1884). 

It is also interesting that Joseph Johnson, the former foreman of the Ilmington morris, was 

living in Brackley (1881 census, 1883 marriage document) during this time. 

Bidford performance 21st January 1886 

The Bidford dancers are listed in the local newspaper report,  

“William Trotman, foreman; David Miller, hindman; Thomas Winket, George 

Salisbury, Harry Houghton, Herbert Smith, Alfred Bott, George Gould, dancers; 

supernumerary, H. Stamford; Master of the wardrobe, Thomas Tandy; musician, Tom 

Robbins; hobby horse, Stanley Harvey, and fool, Edwin James” (Stratford-upon-Avon 

Herald, 1886d). 

In this William Richardson is given credit as the source of knowledge at Bidford, 

“William Richardson, who comes of a family long celebrated for their proficiency in 

the Morris Dance, was the first person to give instructions respecting the dance to Mr. 

D’Arcy Ferris” (Stratford-upon-Avon Herald, 1886d). 

It is clear he was to be part of the tour and his name is on the list of payments, but this appears 

to have been crossed out,  

“His name is included at the bottom of the scrap of paper giving ‘Wages per day’, as 

though it were originally planned that he would be going with the other men. It is then 

crossed out and no payment is recorded” (Judge, 1994(1984):10).9 

D’Arcy Ferris and the Ilmington morris 

I have reworked the narrative regarding D’Arcy Ferris and his Bidford team from being Bidford 

centric to consider the chronology from the Ilmington perspective. This at times puts in 

question the narrative presented by Roy Judge. I note that Heaney says that Roy,  

“had the additional gift of a strong sense of narrative, being able to weave a convincing 

and coherent account from refractory sources” (Heaney, 2023:viii)  

                                                           
8 Letters from Curtis to Ferris: 28th October 1885 (MS number 21), 6th January 1886 (MS number 22 and 15) 

D’Arcy Ferris Collection, Vaughan Williams Memorial Library. 
9 See reverse side of manuscript number 14, D’Arcy Ferris Collection, Vaughan Williams Memorial Library. 
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There are three potential connections between D’Arcy Ferris and his Bidford morris, and 

members of the previous Ilmington morris. Each will be discussed separately, and not 

intertwined into speculation about the Bidford repertoire: 

1. Pipe and tabor lessons with James Arthur of Ilmington 

2. Did Michael Johnson and James Arthur meet D’Arcy Ferris 

3. Foreman Joseph Johnson teaches the Bidford morris 

The dates of possible meetings with people from the Ilmington morris are clearly all within 

February 1886 to March 1886, but the exact dates are not clear from the singular source of 

information which is a letter from J.W. Steel to D’Arcy Ferris dated 13th February. We do not 

have any reply or copies of further correspondence so we do not know if the dates were 

changed. In this letter Steel uses “Tuesday next” and “Thursday next” which in normal 

interpretation is not “this Tuesday” but the following week.  

Whichever interpretation is taken, the dates do not line up well with the dates that the Bidford 

Morris were performing elsewhere, so there must have been some changes to Steel’s proposals. 

Pipe and tabor lessons with James Arthur of Ilmington 

Most of the local performances had an enthusiast audience with knowledge of a past morris 

teams, however,  

“for the morris dance Ferris was well aware that the pipe and tabor had been the original 

(and more ‘authentic’) musical accompaniment” (Chandler, 2006). 

The news report for this period of performances includes details about the performance in 

Shipston-on-Stour on the 2nd February, 

“Mr. Steel, the Shipston carrier, who has taken a lively interest in the dance, and to 

whom Mr. Ferris is indebted for much valuable information collected in his rounds” 

(Stratford-upon-Avon Herald, 1886c) 

The collection of D’Arcy Ferris letters includes two from J. W. Steel of Shipston-on-Stour.10 

On Saturday 13th February Steel writes that today he has been to Ilmington and, 

“arranged for the young man [Robbins] to come on Tuesday next. He must enquire for 

Michael Johnson as that’s where he will have to board. I heard Jas Arthur have a tune 

on the pipe and I think the young man will get on very well as Arthur’s father will give 

him a few hints in the day time although he is quite an old man about 80 as James has 

to work at Foxcote in the day time” (Steel, 1886a).11 

The dates of Robbins visit are not known, but were before the Michael Johnson’s letter of 15th 

March 1886 requesting payment for 4 days board and lodgings (Johnson, 1886). “Tuesday 

next” could be interpreted as 16th February or 23rd February. It seems likely that the days 

Robbins actually visited Ilmington was on different dates to this arrangement as the Bidford 

morris team had performances at Mickleton on Tuesday 16th February and Bidford on Tuesday 

23rd February and Redditch on Wednesday 24th February (Holder, 1886).  

                                                           
10 Letters from J.W. Steel to Ferris 13th February 1886 (MS number 51), 2nd March 1886 (MS numbers 20-21) 

D’Arcy Ferris Collection, Vaughan Williams Memorial Library. 
11 Tuesday next is interpreted by Judge as “this Tuesday” 16th February. We should also note the letter was only 

sent late on Saturday 13th February, and there are no post collections on Sunday, it was unlikely to have arrived 

to before Tuesday 16th February. 
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Ferris attempted to buy a pipe without initial success, but had purchased an old tabor from John 

Howard of Brackley, a former morris dancer 50 years earlier (Cheltenham Examiner, 1886). 

Michael Johnson (Johnson, 1886) wrote to Ferris about a possible purchase of a pipe (15 March 

1886),  

“We have been expecting to hear something about the pipe in respect to message we 

left when at Bidford” (Johnson, 1886). 

As Ferris did not follow up with Michael Johnson and Robbins is known to have played pipe 

and tabor on occasions (in March 1886 at Cheltenham Robbins is on the programme as pipe 

and tabor player (Cheltenham Examiner, 1886)), it has to be presumed that he had found a 

different option.12  

Ferris meets the Ilmington morris 

On Saturday 13th February Steel further writes, 

“I have arranged for [James] Arthur and [Michael] Johnson to come to Mickleton on 

Thursday next [25th February] to see you (they both tell me of a man named Jos Johnson 

Grimsbury Banbury that knows all the dances of Morris, I know this man myself very 

well […] they told me any time after six o’clock could come as I thought there would 

not be a lot of time after the performance for they to show you their performance” 

(Steel, 1886a)  

This suggests that Steel had arranged for Michael Johnson and James Arthur to meet Ferris at 

a performance of the Bidford morris in Mickleton. “Thursday next” could be interpreted as 18th 

February or 25rd February, however the bill from George Holder chasing Ferris for payment 

for “horses” to take the morris dancers to the performances gives the Mickleton performance 

as having being on the 16th February (Holder, 1886). 

Judge interprets this letter as “Steel was evidently anxious to get the Ilmington men to meet 

Ferris at Mickleton on Thursday 18 February to show him their dances. From the wording of 

Ferris MSS 51 it seems that this would have been a first encounter” (Judge, 1994(1984):26). 

The indication is that they were going to demonstrate the Ilmington morris to Ferris, but is pure 

speculation is that the team had reformed under Joseph Johnson.  

We do not have the reply to this letter, so do not know if Ferris actually met Michael and James, 

or if the meeting was re-arranged. J.W. Steel wrote to Ferris on 2nd March 1886 (Steel, 1886b) 

saying that James Arthur and Michael Johnson would call on Ferris in Bidford on Saturday 6th 

March in connection with a pipe. This has no mention of Joseph Johnson who, if back in 

Ilmington or in contact with Ferris, would have either gone to the meeting or have seen Ferris 

recently, and the wording on the reverse suggests that Ferris had not yet met Arthur and 

Johnson. 

                                                           
12 Bradke (2012:48) suggests that Ferris could have obtained the more widely available ‘galoubet’ which was 

widely found in Provence (France). Bradke argues that the Bidford version of ‘Staines morris’ is easy on a 

‘galoubet’ due to the different fingering system, but we have no idea if Robbins actually played ‘Staines morris’ 

on the pipe, or if he learnt and played this melody on his violin, or if this version of ‘Staines morris’ came to 

him already in this form. ‘Staines morris’ is not on the 1886 Cheltenham programme (Cheltenham Examiner, 

1886) that has Tom Robbins listed as the ‘piper’ and list the other dance melodies that would have been more 

difficult on a ‘galoubet’. 
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Joseph Johnson and the Bidford morris 

Judge’s interpretation of this letter was “this Tuesday” and “this Thursday” which would put 

the meetings just prior to the next performance in Bidford on the 23 February 1886. His 

speculation is that if the meeting happened before the next Bidford performance the new 

repertoire on the Bidford programme could be associated with Joseph Johnson. Even if the 

meeting was brought forward to 16th February, and Joseph Johnson was invited to teach the 

Bidford Morris, there was only 6 days to train the Bidford men and for Ferris to finalise the 

printed Bidford performance programme for the 23rd February, however this seems unlikely. 

The programme for this performance gives an enlarged list of dances and the news report says 

several new dances were performed compared to the first performance at Bidford on the 21st 

January 1886. 

 “The dancing which followed was performed in a highly creditable manner, and 

included several new figures [dances], which were a considerable improvement to the 

entertainment” (Stratford-upon-Avon Herald, 1886a). 

Judge (1994(1984):26) argues that of the additional dances in the revised programme, three 

reflect Ilmington influence “The Old Woman Tossed Up in a Blanket”, “We Won’t Go Home 

till Morning” and “Cuckoo’s Nest”. Of these three dance names only two of these were actually 

in the Ilmington 1880s repertoire and both of these are relatively common morris melodies so 

are not directly attributable to Ilmington.  

“We Won't Go Home till Morning” only occurs as a morris dance in the Bidford repertoire, 

much later as a hand clapping dance in the repertoire of Sam Bennett’s team of girl dancers in 

Ilmington (Bradtke, 2012:45), so this is unlikely to have come from Ilmington.  

John Robbins’ “Cuckoo’s Nest” melody,  

“is more closely related to the Ilmington version […] Judge suggested this tune came 

from Ilmington. If so, the tune diverged between Arthur’s teaching and Robbins’ and 

Bennett’s performances” (Bradtke, 2012:41). 

Regarding “The Old Woman Tossed Up in a Blanket”, 

“Bidford, Bledington, and Ilmington all had versions. When the three collected tunes 

are compared […], there are a few more notes in common between Ilmington and 

Bidford, but not enough to say conclusively that it came from Ilmington” (Bradtke, 

2012:42).13 

“The Old Woman Tossed Up in a Blanket” remained in the programme for the Cheltenham 

performance whereas “Cuckoo’s Nest” was not included (Cheltenham Examiner, 1886). 

In summary, there is no clear evidence of Joseph Johnson meeting the Bidford morris, there 

was little time to train them before the 23rd February Bidford performance, and only two of the 

repertoire that share titles with the Ilmington repertoire cannot be easily be attributed to 

Ilmington.  

                                                           
13 Bradtke (2012) made a comparative assessment of the notated morris melodies collected from Ilmington, 

Bidford, Bledington and other morris villages. She considers only the melody and not the dance, which might be 

relevant if the dance titles were added following Robbins lessons in Ilmington, potentially with the dances being 

taught later by Joseph Johnson. 
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However, Michael Johnson asserted that Joseph Johnson taught the Bidford men in a 

newspaper article published in 1904, 

“The Bidford dancers were taught by a certain Joseph Jonson, of Ilmington, and under 

the fostering influence of Mr D’arcy Ferris. Joseph Jonson was foreman of the 

Ilmington dancers” (Stratford-upon-Avon Herald, 1904). 

and also repeated this some years later to Cecil Sharp, 

“It was this Joseph Johnson who went to Bidford to teach the men there, so he thought 

that some of the Bidford dances were actually old Ilmington ones” (Sharp, 1906-

1923a:187). 

Both Judge (1994(1984):26) and Chandler (1980a) believed that D’Arcy hired Johnson to teach 

his revival Bidford side sometime in 1886, although there is no documentary proof.  

It is clear that J.W. Steel knew Joseph Johnson and may well have made contact with him on 

Ferris’ behalf. If D’Arcy Ferris did involve Ilmington’s Joseph Johnson as an authority on 

morris dance following his communications with J.W. Steel during February and March 1886, 

this was only briefly before the bookings dried up. Alternatively, and more probable, Joseph’s 

involvement was later, and this may have led to the performance at the Ilmington feast on the 

2nd June 1886 which appears to have been Bidford dancers performing  outside the contract 

with Ferris. 

D’Arcy Ferris declining interest from March 1886 

The Bidford team performances from 29th January to 6th February were very popular in towns 

and villages in the local region, however this was not the case in other locations, 

“At Cheltenham, on 3 March, in Ferris’ own home town, there was surprisingly ‘a very 

limited number of spectators’ ” (Judge, 1994(1984):29) 

It seems from the reports that the ‘rustic’ performances of morris were enthusiastically received 

in the towns and villages around Bidford where the audience had memory and knowledge of 

the old traditions, however there was not a wider interest in these performances, 

“there was no sense of an imminent, wild, impetuous demand for morris dancing in 

halls throughout the kingdom. Outside its home territory it remained simply ‘interesting 

and instructive’ ” (Judge, 1994(1984):29). 

Following the busy period from 21st January until 8th March there appears to be only one only 

one booking per month known for April, May and none in June. In May 1886 Ferris was 

interviewed and contracted for the Ripon Millenary festival, requiring lectures to be given in 

late June (Judge, 1994(1984):31). The final performance on 1st July in Malvern was deemed as 

disappointing, the dancers out of practice, and two characters did not turn up (Judge, 

1994(1984):31). 

Ilmington Feast, 2nd June 1866 

“On Wednesday the village was honoured by a troup of Morris dancers, with tabor and 

pipe and fiddle, and dressed in the rustic garb appropriate to the time of Shakespeare. 
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Their style of dancing was considered remarkably good, and was heartily applauded by 

the assembled villages” (Oxfordshire Weekly News, 1886) 

This report is interesting in many ways, as Judge (1994(1984):35) comments there is a “hint of 

visiting anonymity”. It is not an Ilmington morris team, the fiddle and the Shakespearean 

costume is clearly not Ilmington and was closer to D’Arcy Ferris Bidford team.  

However, the Bidford fiddler, John Robbins, continued to prefer playing fiddle even after 

having tabor and pipe lessons with James Arthur of Ilmington, at near the end of the period of 

the D’Arcy Ferris bookings,  

“it appears that Robbins was now able to play the pipe, and that he did accompany a 

few dances with it. But this was evidently with some difficulty, because he was still 

using the instrument previously discarded as unplayable” (Judge, 1994(1984):29).14 

Which makes one wonder if the tabor and pipe was James Arthur. Judge suggests this could 

be, 

“an unofficial Bidford side, perhaps dancing outside the terms of the agreement in a 

joint venture with the Ilmington men. This would enable more sense to be made of the 

assertion by Michael Johnson that Joseph Johnson taught the Bidford men” (Judge, 

1994(1984):35). 

  

                                                           
14 Judge references his supposition via references in note 92, but these references only indicate that Robbins 

played pipe a tabor, without mention of violin. 
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Chapter 8: Ilmington morris 1886, 1887, 1897 revivals 

Judge suggests that Steel’s enthusiasm to help (Judge, 1994(1984):12) led to James Arthur 

having practised their music by teaching it to John Robbins and to Michael Johnson revising 

their repertoire of dances during February and early March 1886 (Judge, 1994(1984):34). It 

seems likely Joseph Johnson had returned to Ilmington for June 1886. Judge suspects this had 

been primarily for Ferris’s benefit in the anticipation of his patronage, but after this was 

withdrawn the Ilmington team continued for themselves (Judge, 1994(1984):34). 

Odd fellows’ fete, 14th June 1866 

A fortnight later, at Shipston-on-Stour Oddfellows Fete, it was unambiguously the Ilmington 

Morris Dancers (Judge, 1994(1984):35).15 

About six o’clock the Ilmington Morris dancers arrived on the fete ground according 

to appointment and made a “great hit” by going through the following dances in very 

stylish and unique manner—“Cuckoo’s nest,” “Constant Billy,” “Abraham Brown,” 

Maid of the Mill,” “Old woman,” Shepherd's Hay,” “Six and Clasp,” “Saturday night,” 

“Cross legged capered out,” “Black Joke” “The Warwickshire lads,” and the “Ilmington 

High Jinks.” The trainer Joseph Johnson; captain, Michael Johnson; fife and tabor, 

James Arthur; fool, T. Boker. The Ilmington Morris Dancers are very clever and 

proficient troupe of performers, and their entertainment gave great satisfaction” 

(Banbury Advertiser, 1886) 

In the evening the Ilmington Morris dancers attended, accompanied by their “fool”, 

with bladder and calf’s tail attached to the end of a stick, and in a garb of many colours. 

The troupe mounted a platform, and to the tune of the pipe and tabour danced the old 

Morris to the amusement of the assembled crowd (Warwick and Warwickshire 

Advertiser, 1886).16  

Ilmington morris at Bidford, 21th June 1886 

A week later, in Bidford, the Ilmington Morris Dancers were on the program of the grand 

procession of the United Patriots and Order of Druids. The event was held at the White Lion 

Hotel and the Ilmington morris performed through the day, “with their ancient pipe and tabor” 

(Alcester Chronicle, 1886b). 

The news reports following the event give a description of a country village fair,  

“Besides the festivities in connection with the Friendly Societies, Bidford was on 

Monday visited by the merry-go-rounds, shooting galleries, shows, and other 

attractions that make up a country fair. These appeared to be fairly patronised, and a 

troupe of Morris dancers from Ilmington performed before an appreciative audience at 

the White Lion Hotel.” (Stratford-upon-Avon Herald, 1886b). 

 

                                                           
15 As this was ‘according to appointment’ Judge speculates that J.W. Steel of Shipston was an intermediary 

(Judge, 1994(1984):35) based only on the place being Shipston and Steel’s involvement with the morris through 

his connection with D’Arcy Ferris. 
16 This report of the event was also published in many of the local newspapers: Banbury Beacon, 19 June 1886, 

page 5; Evesham Journal, 19 June 1886, page 6. 
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And another report,  

“the Ilmington Morris Dancers kept up a lively entertainment at the White Lion Hotel, 

where dancing was kept up till a 1st, hour” (Alcester Chronicle, 1886a). 

There are two notes that suggest the Bidford morris dancers were not so appreciative, Judge 

quotes from the Evesham Journal (26 June 1886),  

“were freely criticized by some who had belonged to the Bidford troupe” (Judge, 

1994(1984):35) 

The use of past tense could either refer to older dancers of the former Bidford team, or dancers 

who had trained in the current D’Arcy Ferris team. Eighteen years later in 1904 an article in 

the newspaper recalled, 

“On one occasion the Ilmington dancers went over to Bidford o dance, and wanted the 

Bidford dancers to join them. This was likely to cause trouble, as the younger men did 

not like the older performers invading their vested rights” (Stratford-upon-Avon 

Herald, 1904). 

This suggests that younger dancers from D’Arcy Ferris team were present, but not contracted 

to dance at this event. 

1887 and 1897 Jubilee revivals  

Chandler says that Joseph Johnson “was asked five weeks before the Jubilee celebrations to 

come back to Ilmington and train a team to dance” (Chandler, 1980a),17 suggesting that he had 

returned to Banbury following the events of 1886, although by the 1891 census Joseph was 

living in Ilmington next door to his son, Michael Johnson.  

The written history of the revival of the Ilmington morris generally gives the year as 1887, 

without the events of 1886 included. I suspect this arose from Cecil Sharp who interviewed 

Michael Handy to gain his information on the 1880s team. Sharp lists the four old team dancers 

and,  

“together with a younger man, Mr. Michael Handy, who joined the side in 1887” (Sharp 

and MacIlwaine, 1912:102). 

                                                           
17 Letter from Sam Bennett dated 6 May 1946, Vaughan Williams Memorial Library. 
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As Michael Handy only joined the team in the 1887 jubilee the existence of the 1886 

performances seems to have not been discussed. 

Sharp further says,  

“Then when D’Arcy de Ferris revived the Bidford Morris this inspired the Ilmington 

one and they came together once again. This must have been about 1887 the Jubilee. 

[…] This date was fixed by Miss Johnson (daughter of Michael) telling me that she was 

about 15 when she made the new set of bells, and she is now 41” (Sharp, 1906-

1923b:136). 

Bennett reiterates this date,  

“in 1887 the Morris was re-constituted, and some of the old dancers appeared in a new 

troupe, including the foreman, Joseph Johnson” (Bennett, 1912) 

The story is further told by Roy Dommett, but with many additional errors.18  

The final performance of the Ilmington dancers was at the Diamond Jubilee in 1897. Joseph 

Johnson then aged 73 danced and Sam Bennett played fiddle (Bennett, 1912). 

Ilmington 1886–1887 revival dancers 

The newspaper report of the June 1886 performance at the Odd Fellow’s fete in Shipston gives, 

 

“The trainer Joseph Johnson; captain, Michael Johnson; fife and tabor, James Arthur; 

fool, T. Boker” (Banbury Advertiser, 1886) 
 

Cecil Sharp gives the dancers, probably at the 1887 Jubilee as he was unaware of the 1886 

revival (Sharp, 1906-1923b:136), 

1. Michael Handy, now living at Birmingham on railway 

2. Fred Bartlet 

3. Michael Johnson, foreman (no. 2) 

4. John Cook 

5. Joseph Foster (a bricklayer, now living in a factory at Dartford) 

6. Joseph Johnson (foreman) 

 

If this is compared to the Cecil Sharp’s 1860s team, which he calls “the original side” (Sharp, 

1906-1923b:135), 

7. Joseph Johnson, foreman, uncle of Michael 

8. Robertson – the only one who did jigs 

9. Thomas Aston 

10. William Handy - one of the earliest - now living in Ilmington 

11. Michael Johnson (69) danced no. 5, now living in Ilmington 

                                                           
18 “In 1887, for the Jubilee, they got the side together again. This time with Tom Arthur, grandson of the old 

Tom Arthur, as pipe and tabor player. Several new people came and they got Joseph Johnson back from 

Birmingham (by this time he was about 80) to lead the dancing” (Dommett, 1979). James Arthur was the 

grandson of George Arthur, and son of Tom Arthur. Joseph Johnson was living in Banbury not Birmingham. 

Joseph Johnson was born in 1824 so aged 63. 
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12. George Aston 

We can see that the only dancers common to both teams are the previous foreman Joseph 

Johnson and his son Michael Johnson, now listed as “captain” (1886) and “foreman” (1887), 

plus the musician James Arthur. 

“Robertson”, probably Joseph Robinson, had died in his 50s prior to the 1880s revival. The 

two Aston brothers had escaped Ilmington to first Yorkshire then Canada after some disputes 

and court prosecutions. 

Michael Handy 

William Handy, previously the fool, was alive and in his 50s, but did not participate. Although 

his son, with no exposure to the previous team joined in 1887. 

Thomas Baker (fool) 

Thomas Baker (1862–1901). His mother was Joyce Arthur, daughter of Tom Arthur and sister 

to James Arthur, the morris musicians. 

Joseph Foster 

Joseph Foster’s (1863–1913) mother was Hamulat Johnson, sister of morris captain Michael 

Johnson. 

Fred Bartlett 

Fred Bartlett (1869–1929) was not related to any of ‘morris families’. He joined the 1880s team 

and Sam Bennett's 1907 team.  

John Cook 

John Henry Cook (1864–1907) was not related to any of ‘morris families’. He joined the 1880s 

team and his son ‘Jack’ Cook was in Sam Bennett’s team together with his step-uncle/future 

brother-in-law Robey Rouse. 

Bidford and Ilmington after Ferris 

Once the formal contract with Ferris had finished, the troupe retained their name and continued 

to make public appearances into the early part of the twentieth century. Robbins performed 

with the Shakespearean troupe for many years after their tour, as the group developed into an 

independent entity (Bradtke, 2012:33). 

However, Ilmington morris,  

“revival came to an end because old James Arthur was too old to play pipe & tabor” 

(Sharp, 1906-1923b:137). 

“The reconstituted team was, unhappily, short-lived; the pipe and tabor player, James 

Arthur, son of the original player, became too old to play, and as there was no one to 

take his place, the dancing came to an abrupt conclusion. Since than there has been no 

serious attempt to revive the ancient tradition at Ilmington” (Sharp and MacIlwaine, 

1912:102) 

  

http://www.eliznik.me.uk/


ILMINGTON MORRIS : CELEBRATING 50 YEARS OF REVIVAL 

© Eliznik www.eliznik.me.uk/ Page 33 September 2024 

Section II : Morris “families” 
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Chapter 9: Arthur family – three generations of tabor and 

pipe musicians 

 

Figure 6. Morris musicians and dancers from the Arthur family. 

George Arthur (1765–1838) moved from Snowshill village to Ilmington where he worked as a 

stone mason, the same profession as the Johnson family who were the morris team foremen. 

Arthur married Elizabeth Stanley (1765–1832) of Ilmington in 1790.  

George Arthur is given credit for the Morris team in Trafalgar year, 1805, when he was aged 

40,  

“The troupe established at Ilmington, by one George Arthur, a stone-mason, in 

Trafalgar year, 1805” (Bennett, 1908a). 

It should be assumed he was active in Ilmington as a musician for morris prior to 1805, learning 

to play either as a teenager in Snowshill (where there is no known history of Morris), or in the 

few years between living in Snowshill and his marriage in Ilmington, or from an earlier team 

in Ilmington. 

His son, Thomas (Tom) Barnett Arthur (1802–1890) became the tabor and pipe player, 

following on after his father. When Sam Bennett took his troupe to Lord Elcho's at Stanway in 

1908 Sam said,  

“so delighted was an old man with it that he inquired what had become of the old tabor 

and pipe as he remembered Thomas Arthurs playing at Stanway sixty years ago” 

(Bennett, 1909). 

Tom’s first son James Arthur (1828–1906) also took on playing tabor and pipe for the Morris,  

“Thomas and his son James took the office piper in turns, the former being also a very 

expert dancer” (Bennett, 1908a).  

“Tom Arthur did a Morris dance here in 1887, with his son playing the tabor, and that 

although eighty-five years of age, Tom danced a Morris jig” (Bennett, 1912). 

When D’Arcy Ferres was setting up the Bidford-on-Avon troupe he organised for his young 

musician John Robbins to have tuition in the tabor and pipe from James Arthur. Robbins stayed 

for four days and must have learnt the Ilmington morris tunes during this time, however he 

continued to play violin for the Bidford morris (Judge, 1994(1984):25). 

One of James’ brothers also danced in the troupe, probably Joseph Arthur,   

“James Arthur, grandson of the founder, gave a young brother, after one of the dancers, 

the pipe to wash in a well by the roadside. The youth was off his guard, loosed it, and 

it sank the bottom. The piper, much enraged, marched off home and found old flute 
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which served instead. Next day the well was cleaned out and the pipe recovered” 

(Bennett, 1908a). 

The tabor and pipe belonging to the Arthur family 

“The old pipe which they used was not more than fifteen inches long, and had three and 

thumbhole. The little finger was used to support the tabor or small instrument about 

foot in diameter, but with two ends instead one. The ends being so close the sounds 

emitted were dull and monotonous, and also distasteful the ear, but oddity is one of the 

features the Morris dancing fraternity” (Bennett, 1908a). 

 “The Arthurs family used the same old tabor and pipe for over 100 years, and the last 

time it was used was at Queen Victoria's Jubilee in 1887. Then James Arthurs, with 

some of the old troupe, trained some more, and danced at the Jubilee” (Bennett, 1909). 

Sam Bennett said the pipe and tabor had been sold to a man from Bampton-in-the-Bush near 

Oxford (Bennett, 1908a). As far as Chris Green (my father) could find out the tabor was given 

to Stratford-upon-Avon museum and loaned to Warwick museum. Shakespeare Birthplace 

Trust bought the old pipe in their collection from a curiosity shop in Oxford. The two were 

united in the New Place Museum in the hope they were the original pair belonging to the Arthur 

family (Green, 1980). 

“Morris families” inter-relations 

There are many connections through marriage between the morris families in Ilmington. 

George’s son George Arthur (1798–1863) married Mary Southam from Hampton Lucy and 

their daughter Amelia (1823) married Joseph Johnson who was the later foreman of Ilmington 

morris. 

Tom Arthur’s first daughter Phoebe Ann (1830) married the morris dancer, Thomas Handy in 

1849. James’ second wife was the widow, Mary Ann Hook (Bennett), the aunt of Sam Bennett. 

The last of this generation of the Arthur family was James’ sister Joyce (Arthur) Baker (1832–

1925). Every year,  

“Sam Bennett took his dancers to up to Granny Joyce Baker's house, and gave a good 

display of old country dances, the same that were danced when Granny took part on 

Ilmington Green over eighty years ago” (Stratford-upon-Avon Herald, 1924) 
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Chapter 10: Johnson family – foremen of the morris 

This branch of the Johnson family was in Ilmington from at least the early 18th century, 

predominantly working as stone masons. It is the family of Michael Johnson (1770) that 

expanded and seems to have taken an over dominant position in village activities as Sexton, 

bell ringers, church choir members, school teachers, village constable and dancers in the morris 

team. 

Later in this chapter I give a summary of a legal case between Michael Johnson (1813), brother 

and father of morris men, where a dispute between Michael and the church Curate ended being 

heard at the Queen’s Council and the concluding judgement made by the Attorney General of 

England. Although Michael won the case, during the following years the Johnson family were 

removed from positions in the village institutions. 

Morris dancers of the Johnson family 

 

Figure 7. Generations of the Johnson family. 

Joseph Johnson (late 18th century) 

There is a single reference in a 1904 report that the then foreman Joseph Johnson took over the 

Ilmington Morris team from his uncle, another Joseph Johnson,  

“The Bidford dancers were taught by a certain Joseph Jonson, of Ilmington, and under 

the fostering Influence of Mr D’arcy Ferris. Joseph Jonson was foreman of the 

Ilmington dancers. He succeeded his uncle, another Joseph Jonson” (Stratford-upon-

Avon Herald, 1904) 

Chandler proposed that this Joseph Johnson was born in 1798 (Chandler, 1985) although there 

are no church records or census data to substantiate this person. It would seems plausible that 

Joseph Johnson (1824) had an uncle ‘Joseph’ as it is typical to name the first son after the father 

or grandfather, however his uncles listed were John Johnson (1780) who married and moved 

to Temple Grafton by 1806, and Thomas Johnson (1778) who probably moved to Dunchurch. 

His grandfather was Joseph Johnson (1741–1824) so could have been an active Morris dancer 

from about 1760 to 1780s, but this seems too early. 

Thomas Johnson (1793) 

The oral story from Ilmington lists previous dancers, most of whom appear in records in the 

early 19th century in Ilmington,  

“Among the names of those who danced were Jack Underhill, Giles Archer, J. Keeley. 

S. Hobday, T. Johnson, and others, together with one Sam Handy who played the 

buffoon” (Chandler, 1985). 
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One of these is T. Johnson, most likely Thomas Johnson (1793–1863) Joseph’s older half-

brother, who was the school master in Ilmington, and could well have started in the Morris 

troupe soon after 1805. 

Joseph Johnson (1824) 

Sharp  lists the 1860s troupe, which he calls the “original side”, as including Joseph Johnson 

(1824–1901) as foreman, uncle of Michael Johnson who danced at number 5 (Sharp, 1906-

1923b:135). Michael Johnson said that when he was a boy, so in the late-1840s, the Ilmington 

Morris had lapsed for a while, but was revived chiefly by his uncle Joseph Johnson, himself an 

old Ilmington dancer (Sharp, 1906-1923a:187). Joseph could have started in the old troupe as 

a teenager from early 1840s or so, and took on being foreman sometime in the 1850s or so, 

suggesting the lapse was not that many years.  

There is a story, seemingly incorrect on every count, propagated by Roy Dommett, that the 

team stopped dancing when their foreman Joseph Johnson left the village and moved to 

Birmingham following a conflict in 1867 (Dommett, 1979) (Dommett, 1980). See Chapter 5 

for a full discussion on the “dispute” story. 

In January 1886 the performance of the new D’Arcy Ferris Bidford morris dancers listed 

William Trotman as foreman (Stratford-upon-Avon Herald, 1886d). It was reported 18 years 

later that the Bidford dancers were taught by Joseph Jonson of Ilmington under the fostering 

influence of Mr D’Arcy Ferris (Stratford-upon-Avon Herald, 1904). Michael Johnson asserted 

to Cecil Sharp that Joseph Johnson went to Bidford to teach the men in Bidford, so he thought 

that some of the Bidford dances were actually Ilmington dances (Sharp, 1906-1923a:187).  

In February 1886 J.W. Steel wrote to D’Arcy Ferris regarding Jos Johnson of Grimsbury 

Banbury (Steel, 1886a), and possibly led to Ferris meeting Joseph Johnson. Later in early June 

1886, 

“a troupe of Morris dancers, with tabor and pipe and fiddle, and dressed in the rustic 

garb appropriate to the time of Shakespeare” (Oxfordshire Weekly News, 1886). 

performed at Ilmington. This was possibly a derivation of the Bidford team, under Joseph 

Johnson (see Chapter 8 for the full history of 1886–1887).  

In mid-June at the Odd fellows’ fete in Shipston-on-Stour the Ilimington Morris dancers trained 

by Joseph Johnson were reported as being, 

“a very clever and proficient troupe of performers, and their entertainment gave great 

satisfaction” (Banbury Advertiser, 1886).  

Michael Johnson (1842) 

He was one of three surviving members of the 19th century team that Cecil Sharp interviewed 

(Sharp and MacIlwaine, 1912:3) and from whom Sharp notated the Ilmington tunes (Sharp and 

MacIlwaine, 1912:35). 

In June 1924 the Travelling Morrice (Cambridge Morris Men) first Cotswold tour visited 

Ilmington on Sunday 22 June 1924 and,  

“Mr Johnson is a dear old man and quite reconciled the party to the discomforts and 

bad arrangements of Ilmington. One of the party went to see the old gentleman – as he 

heard the bells on his garden path he gave a chuckle and when he was told that morris 

men wanted to dance in front of his house he gave a huge chortle of delight. “Hooray” 

said he and cut a caper to his wife’s consternation in front of his fireplace. Then he 

came out to watch.” (Jenner, 2019:158). 
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“For Mr Johnson’s benefit two Ilmington dances were performed Old Woman Tossed 

up in a Blanket and Cuckoo’s Nest. Here a collection was made and Mr Johnson insisted 

on giving us a shilling. This ought to be framed” (Jenner, 2019:158). 

Michael Johnson vs. the Curate at the Queen’s Council 

Michael Johnson (1813–1889) was the father of morris dancer Michael Johnson and brother of 

foreman Joseph Johnson. This case shows the involvement and control of the Johnson family 

in the village, but it seems quite incredible that a dispute between the Michael as Sexton and 

the Curate ended up being resolved by the Attorney-General of England. 

Michael was appointed as Parish Sexton in 1846, inheriting the position after his father’s death. 

The appointment was made at the time by the then rector Mr. Townsend, who soon became 

non-resident and moved out of Ilmington. 

The issues started when Rev. Parkis who was acting as officiating minister came to Ilmington 

and found many matters that he said required correction, including the improper conduct of 

Michael Johnson and others of the Johnson family who were church bell ringers and church 

choir singers.  

The Curate, Rev. Parkis, wrote to Michael in Nov 1852 saying the Rector had dismissed him 

from the position of Sexton, however the Rector had made no complaint against Michael. He 

made a number of charges against Michael, two of which had nothing to do with his duties as 

Sexton, the third regarding ringing of the church bells which was part of the duty of the Sexton. 

The other offences were related to Michael visiting the Wesleyan chapel and the pub, but these 

were under his other role as village constable (Church & State Gazette, 1853).  

Rev. Parkis told Michael at length that he was dismissed, but failed to follow any formal 

procedure or formal notice (Worcestershire Chronicle, 1853). The Curate then dismissed the 

old ringers and appointed a new set of ringers and changed the locks giving only the church 

warden a key.  

The case went to the Queen’s Bench, 

“In October 1852, following some disagreements between the curate and Michael, 

some statements made by the curate led to the non-resident rector to believe that 

Michael Johnson had been dismissed from the post as Sexton. In May 1853 Mr Hayes 

(prosecuting for Michael Johnson) called on the rev Townsend (a non-resident rector 

of Ilmington) and the curate (Rev Sparks) to reinstate Michael Johnson as Sexton. Lord 

Campbell, Chief Justice of the Queen's Bench stated that a Sexton can only be 

dismissed for misconduct for a grave offence” (Morning Post, 1853). 

The case was eventually resolved by the Attorney-General (Sir Alexander Cockburn) in June 

1853 who instructed Michael to be reinstated (Morning Chronicle, 1853). The defendants did 

not bring the case again, but in November 1853 Mr Hayes (prosecuting lawyer) had to apply 

through the legal system to have his costs paid by the defendants (Birmingham Journal, 1853). 

It is clear that there were ongoing tensions as in July 1855 Joseph Johnson was forcibly 

removed from the church-yard by the then Sexton, James Davies. It seems that Joseph was no 

longer the Sexton two years after as the church was instructed to reinstate him. Joseph took 

James Davies to the Petty-Sessions court in Shipston and James was fined 1s plus 18s costs 

(Oxford Journal, 1855). These changes may have led to a change in Michael’s earnings as he 

was on the insolvents’ interim order list in December 1856 (Morning Advertiser, 1856), 
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however it is clear that his work and home were not affected as he was listed as a stone mason 

living in 7 Frog Lane until his death. 

The changes in the church are praised by the following Rector, 

“A marked change for the better is now, however, apparent! Thanks to the zeal and 

energy of the late Curate” (Young, >1857). 

“the introduction of a new Clergyman (who is not mixed up with any of the past 

parochial altercations etc etc, which had embittered the life of the 2 preceding Ministers 

[…] - a great social regeneration seems on the eve of taking place throughout the 

Parish” (Young, >1857). 

There seems to have been ongoing changes regarding the Johnson family’s involvement in the 

church and school through the late 1850s. The new Curate, Julian C Young, who became the 

Rector of Ilmington in 1858 (Gardner and Ibbotson, 1974:23) made a rambling statement, 

“for many years past, obtained a very unenviable notoriety throughout the County as 

one of the worst in it. Convictions in the gravest offences against the Law - such as 

burglary, sheep-stealing & agrarian outrage - have been not infrequent: while cases of 

poaching, hawking, drunkenness, adultery & fornication have been rather the rule than 

the exception” (Young, >1857). 

 Regarding funding for the new school which appears to start in 1857, 

“Thanks to the appointment of a very efficient Schoolmaster & Mistress”  

“that the applications for instruction into our wretched hole of a school have increased 

weekly for some months mainly in consequence of the marked merit of the Master of 

the School and his wife” (Young, >1857). 

Thomas Johnson appears to have been replaced in the mid-1850s as school teacher and he 

becomes Parish Clerk, his daughter lost her previous job as teacher, and when his wife Sofia 

dies in 1860 she was buried by the rector of Halford, not by Julian Young, indicating a 

continuing issue. However, when Thomas dies in 1863 Julian Young performs the ceremony, 

and Thomas’ daughters move out of Ilmington permanently. 

 

  

http://www.eliznik.me.uk/


ILMINGTON MORRIS : CELEBRATING 50 YEARS OF REVIVAL 

© Eliznik www.eliznik.me.uk/ Page 40 September 2024 

Chapter 12: Handy family of morris fools 

 

Figure 8. Handy family in the morris. 

Samuel Handy 

The oral story collected by Sam Bennett gives the names of those who danced in the past. This 

includes a S. Handy who played the buffoon (Chandler, 1985). There was someone named 

“Samuel Handy” living in Ilmington from at least the mid-17th century until around 1830, 

however the other names listed suggest a team in the early 19th century is remembered in local 

oral history. This limits “Samuel Handy” to be active in the team pre-1830, so this suggests 

either Samuel Handy born 1763 who would have potentially been active from 1780s to 1820s, 

or his son born 1791 who could have been active as a teenager from 1805-ish to 1831 when he 

left Ilmington.  

William Walton Handy (1837) 

Cecil Sharp notes that William Handy (1837–1928) was one of the ‘earliest’ dancers (Sharp, 

1906-1923b:135-144). We can assume William was active in Joseph Johnson Morris troupe 

from about the late 1850s, as a teenager. Michael Handy said he was known as “Dog ‘Andy” 

(Sharp, 1906-1923a:80), after the following event, 

“At the inauguration the well-known Tysoe Insurance Society, 1857, they spent whole 

week there, and afterwards paid annual visit. On one of these occasions they were 

dancing the “big house” in a village over that way when very ferocious dog broke loose 

from its chain and immediately made for the troupe, mad with rage. The clown, a man 

named Handy ‘spotted” the brute, and begun belabouring it with the bladder. The quick 

succession the blows and the rebounding the bladder frightened the animal out of its 

wits and it “slunk off” to kennel. The clown escaped without scratch bite and the curious 

combat caused much hilarity among the spectators” (Bennett, 1908a). 

Michael Handy (1867) 

Cecil Sharp listed Michael Handy as “foreman”, as well as Joseph Johnson, in his notes about 

the 1887 revival team (Sharp, 1906-1923b:135-144), but it seems unlikely he had the 

experience to be the foreman. Sharp interviewed Michael Handy who was then living in 

Birmingham about the Ilmington morris tradition (Sharp and MacIlwaine, 1912:3).  

Michael’s history of the morris team when talking to Cecil Sharp starts at the 1887 Jubilee 

revival. Handy did not actually have many years’ experience as he was only born after the 

dispute in the mid-1860s which caused the team to stop dancing. He might have seen the morris 

team in the summer of 1886, and danced in the 1887 revival, but he left Ilmington for 

Birmingham before 1891.  

It was from Michael that Cecil Sharp derived the version of Ilmington dances that he published 

(Sharp and MacIlwaine, 1912:102) and the melodies were sung to Sharp by Michael Johnson 

and Michael Handy.  
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Sharp incorrectly published that Michael Handy was nephew to Michael Johnson (Sharp and 

MacIlwaine, 1912:35). He was actually nephew to morris dancer William Handy. Michael’s 

mother was Phobe Arthur, sister of James Arthur, the 3rd generation of tabor and pipe musicians 

for the Morris. See the “Ancestry of the Handy family” in the annex for information on Michael 

Handy which suggests he was baptised as Walter Walton Handy but changed his known name 

in his late teens. 
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Chapter 13: Aston family 

Richard Aston of Great Rissington, near Cheltenham, married Elizabeth Callow in Ilmington 

in 1833. They had one child Thomas (1836 baptised in Evesham) and Elizabeth died in 

childbirth. Richard re-married Harriet Southam of Tredington (married in Alderminster) and 

they lived in Ilmington. Richard worked as an agricultural labourer. In the 1841 census both 

sons called Thomas (first aged 5 year and second aged 5 months) were living with them.  

Three members of the Aston family danced; Thomas and George until the mid-1860s, and their 

nephew Joseph, whose mother was the daughter of Joseph Johnson, in the Sam Bennett team 

of the 1900s. 

The older Thomas Aston (1836) is unlikely to be the morris dancer. He was a servant in 

Ilmington in 1851 and after that there is no further record of him in Ilmington. However, there 

are court cases against a “Thomas Aston” of Tredington for drunkenness in 1873 and in 

Ilmington in 1885 by the rector and churchwardens claiming rent of allotment.19 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Aston family in Ilmington. 

 

 

                                                           
19 Stratford-upon-Avon Herald Friday 22 August 1873 page 4, Stratford-upon-Avon Herald Friday 12 June 1885 

page 3. 
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In the 1861 census George (1843–1890) and Thomas (1840–1871) lived in Sheep Street next 

door to George Arthur (the old tabor and pipe player) and Joseph Johnson (the foreman of the 

morris). It is quite possible this is how they became connected to the morris. Their brother 

William Aston married the daughter of Joseph Johnson. 

Both the Aston brothers, George Aston in 1864 and Thomas Aston after 1869, left Ilmington 

seemingly as the result of court cases against them, and this could easily be the ‘dispute’ that 

caused the end of the team. Their brother William Aston was married to the sister of Michael 

Johnson (morris dancer) and remained in Ilmington. 

George Aston 

It appears that George moved (ran away) to Knaresborough (Yorkshire) following the court 

case in 1864. George changed his name to George Austin (presumably to prevent being found) 

and worked as a mason’s labourer, maybe a trade learnt from his former neighbours?  

 “George Aston and John Righton, of the parish of Ilmington, were charged with 

having, on the 30th of last, at the said parish, unlawfully, wilfully, and maliciously 

damaged and injured certain gates […] The case was proved a lad, named Henry James 

Arthur, who proved seeing the defendants at one of the gates, and saw the gate thrown 

to the ground. Fined 10s. each, in default, to be committed for one month with hard 

labour” (Leamington Spa Courier, 1864) 

In 1867 George married Mary Cosgrove from Mayo (Ireland) who is given as “minor” in age 

on the marriage certificate, and her father is given as “Austin” Cosgrove by strange 

coincidence, but also George also claims his father is a farmer, but he was only a labourer. The 

witness is his brother John Austin (Aston) who had moved to Ilkley (Yorkshire).  

George then emigrated to Canada between 1872 and 1874, but his wife Mary died in child birth 

in 1879. His brother John was also in Ontario by 1874. George died in 1890 in Ontario. 

Thomas Aston 

Thomas Aston (born 1840) remained in Ilmington, married Sarah Hannah Green of Ebrington 

in 1865 and had a child born in 1869. In 1869 there was a case against James Hitchman and 

Thomas Aston for trespass and taking game, although Thomas Aston was cleared of the charge 

(Oxford Chronicle and Reading Gazette, 1869), Thomas also relocated to Knaresborough 

(Yorkshire) by 1871 with his family. They renamed themselves “Austin”, as had the brothers 

George and John. Thomas died in December 1871. 
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Chapter 14: The new members to the 1880s team 

The only dancers in common to both teams, the 1860s team and the 1880s team were the 

previous foreman Joseph Johnson and his son Michael Johnson, now listed as “captain” (1886) 

and “foreman” (1887), plus the musician James Arthur. 

William Handy, previously the fool, was alive and in his 50s, but did not participate. His son, 

Michael Handy, joined the team in 1887 but had no exposure to the previous team as he was 

born after the 1860s team disbanded. 

Thomas Baker  

The newspaper report of the June 1886 performance at the Odd Fellow’s fete in Shipston 

includes, 

“fool, T. Boker” (Banbury Advertiser, 1886) 

T. Boker is probably a transcription error of Thomas Baker (1862–1901). His mother was Joyce 

Arthur, daughter of Tom Arthur and sister to James Arthur, the morris musicians. Thomas 

Baker died aged 28 in 1901. This name is not included in 1887 team as given to Cecil Sharp. 

 

 

Figure 10. Thomas Baker family tree 

Fred Bartlett 

John Frederick Bartlett (1869–1929)20 was born at Foxcote, near Ilmington, to Anne Eleneanor 

Bartlett. Known as Helene she had two children born outside marriage; Frederick born 1869 

and William born 1862. 

 

 

                                                           
20 Chandler (2002b) has John Frederick Bartlett born 1845, however this person died in 1857 in Shipston. 
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Michael Johnson, when talking to Cecil Sharp, was not complementary about Fred’s dancing, 

“a poor dancer”' … “They all condemned him because he had this crook (bending of 

the leg)” (Sharp, 1906-1923a:187)  

 

 

 

 

Figure 11. Fred Bartlett family tree 

However, he initially taught the dances to Bennett’s revival around 1907 (Sharp, 1906-

1923a:187). Fred may not have been in favour with the Arthur family in the 1890s, as James 

Arthur’s daughter-in-law, recently a widow, took Fred Bartlett to court for child support for 

their daughter born in 1893.21 In the 1910s Fred stood for parish elections, described as a 

“small-holder”, together with Samuel Bennett and John Terry from the 1900s morris team.22 

John Cook 

John Henry Cook (1864–1907) was listed by Cecil Sharp as “Conk” (Sharp, 1906-1923b:135), 

however this must be a transcription mistake. John Cook’s son, Jack Cook, joined Sam 

Bennett’s team in 1907.  

When John Henry Cook died in 1907 at age 43 after a short illness he was clearly very involved 

in village activities. His funeral was attended by members of the church bell ringer, Tysoe 

insurance society, football club.23 He left a wife with a large family, and a year later, in 1908, 

she married James Rouse, the brother of 1907 morris dancer Robey Rouse. A decade later Jack 

Cook married Robey’s younger sister Myra Rouse. 

 

                                                           
21 Banbury Beacon, Saturday 18 November 1893. 
22 Stratford-upon-Avon Herald, Friday 21 March 1913. 
23 Stratford-upon-Avon Herald, Friday 29 March 1907. 
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Figure 12. John Cook family tree. 

Joseph Foster 

Joseph Foster (1863–1913) was in the 1880s revival team. He was related to the Johnson family 

though his mother Hamutat Johnson, sister of morris dancer Michael Johnson and niece of 

morris dance foreman Joseph Johnson. He worked in the Johnson family profession as a 

mason’s labourer (1881), mason (1891), bricklayer (1901, 1911). He married Catherine Barratt 

(1864–1891) in 1889, but she died two years later. He then moved to Dartford where he was a 

boarder working as a bricklayer, as described by Cecil Sharp. However, Cecil Sharp never 

made contact to interview him. His brother Michael died young and his brother James 

continued living with his parents and did not marry. 

 

 

 

Figure 13. Joseph Foster family tree. 

 

Theodore Freeman 

Theodore Freeman danced in 1886, died 1901 (Chandler, 2002b). I have not found any further 

information relating to this name. 
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Annex – Ancestry of the Arthur family of Ilmington 

George Arthur of Naunton 

George Arthur who married to Elizabeth Barnet in 1736 in Northleach is the most likely 

ancestor, plus this could have introduced the middle name “Barnet”. They had three children 

baptised in Naunton – Elizabeth (1737), George (1743) and John (1746). 

 

 

Figure 14. Ancestry of the Arthur family in Ilmington 
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George Arthur of Blockley and Snowshill 

George Arthur married Ann Buggin in Blockely in 1764. It is likely that both came to Blockley, 

then a thriving economic centre, for work, as neither were baptised there, so it is not possible 

to be certain of their birth places. Ann Buggin was most likely from Bidford-on-Avon.  

Their children George (1765), John (1768), and Anne (1771–1773) were baptised in Blockley, 

and William (1775) in Snowshill. In 1770 George, John and their parents are on the Overseer 

list for receiving pauper law payments, suggesting work and the economy were not good in 

Snowshill village.  

It is possible that George was related to various Arthur families in Snowhill, where the male 

name “George” is common. Either the church records are not complete or families were 

transitory as the many records with the family name “Arthur” cannot be connected. 

The inclusion of Thomas Barnet Arthur (1780) born in Snowshill is confused as the church 

record has his parents as “John and Ann”, but the church transcript says “George and Ann”. It 

maybe that the transcriber corrected a mistake as there are no other records of a “John and Ann 

Arthur” locally in this period. Middle names are often the maiden name from a previous 

generation, the replication of the name “Thomas Barnett” a generation down suggests both are 

linked, plus Thomas Barnet Arthur (1780) also moved to Ilmington.  

George Arthur of Ilmington 

George Arthur (1765–1838),24 the tabor and pipe player, married Elizabeth Stanley (1765–

1832) of Ilmington in 1790 and lived in Front Street, Ilmington, worked in Ilmington and 

worked as a stone mason. They had seven children: Alice (1791), Lucy (1794), George (1798), 

Ann (1802), Thomas Barnett (1802), Charles (1805), and Job (1808).  

George’s brother, Thomas Barnet Arthur (1780) also married and started a family in Ilmington. 

He is listed in 1851 as a “pauper (butcher)”. His other brother, John (1768–1803), remained in 

Snowshill working as a labourer, married and had two children. 

Tom Arthur 

George’s son Thomas Barnett Arthur (1802–1890) married Elizabeth Lyne in Ilmington in 

1828 and they had seven children – James John (1828), Phoebe (1830), Joyce (1832), Joseph 

(1838), Alice (1841), Ann (1843), Euston (1849). He was a stone mason (listed as master 

mason in 1861) living in Campden Street, and after retirement moved to “The Green”.  

James Arthur 

Tom’s first son James Arthur (1828–1906) took on playing tabor and pipe for the Morris. James 

was a carpenter living in Campden Street, Ilmington. James died in 1906 in the Union 

Workhouse in Shipston.  

  

                                                           
24 There is a two year discrepancy in George Arthur’s birth year between his baptism in Blockley and the 1770 

Overseer list which gives 1765 and his death record in Ilmington that gives 1867. Such an error in age is quite 

common in old records. 
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Annex – Ancestry of Johnson family of Ilmington 

Joseph Johnson (1741) 

This branch of the Johnson family was in Ilmington from at least the early 18th century. Thomas 

and Hannah’s son Joseph Johnson (1741–1824) was as stone mason, but in 1763 his name is 

on the Overseers list for financial help. Joseph married Mary Hanly of Pebworth in 1766, and 

although they had eight children, only Michael Johnson (1770–1846) continued the family 

name in Ilmington.  
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Figure 15. Ancestry of the Johnson family in Ilmington 

Their two other sons, Thomas (1778) probably moved to Dunchurch or Fillongley and John 

Johnson (1780) probably married Catherine Rogers in 1806 and lived in Temple Grafton 

working as a stone mason (1841, 1851 census) with children William (1807), Mary (1815), 

Joseph (1816), Hannah (1818), Edward (1827–1882). John does not give Ilmington as birth 

place in the census, but there are no other alternatives for a John Johnson at Temple Grafton. 

Their son Joseph moved to West Bromwich and Birmingham. 

Michael Johnson (1770) 

Michael (1770) had 16 children by two wives, but the first 5 children of his second wife died 

as babies. Michael (1770) and his sons Michael (1813) and Joseph (1834) were stone masons. 

The other son, Robert worked as an agricultural labourer. 

The family were educated with some standing in the community. Michael was the Parish 

Sexton (from between 1821 and 1824 from the occupation given on church baptism records). 

His son Thomas became the village school teacher, and sons Michael and Joseph were not 

adverse to legal battles and giving evidence in the local court.  

Michael Johnson (1813) inherited the position as Sexton from his father, but the Curate did not 

like many of the actions of Michael Johnson and in general the domination of the Johnson 

family in the bell ringers and church choir. This resulted in the 1853 “Michael Johnson vs 

curate” legal case (see Chapter 10) and the subsequent parish notes from Rev. Julian Young.  

Although Michael Johnson won the case at the Queen’s Council when the Attorney General 

adjudicated, in the following years the ministers of the church seem to have removed the 

Johnsons from church positions. In addition Thomas Johnson, his wife and his daughter, were 

removed from their positions in the school, which was then subject of many improvements 

from 1857. 

Joseph Johnson (1824) – foreman of the Morris  

Joseph Johnson (1824–1901) married Amelia Arthur, the grand-daughter of the tabor and pipe 

player, George Arthur who played for the Morris at Trafalgar day in 1805. Both Joseph Johnson 

and George Arthur were stone masons and lived next door to each other at this time. 

Joseph worked as a stone mason all his life, but was at a different address for every census – 

Back Street (1851), Sheep Street (1861), Grump Street (1871), Frog Lane (1891) and 6 Grump 

Street (1901) – showing that he did not own his property or rent one house continuously. 

In September 1873 he was taken to the Shipston court, together with his brother, and named as 

“Joseph Johnson of Ilmington” which indicates he was still a resident of Ilmington. They were 

was ordered to pay his mother Sarah’s costs at the Shipston Union (Workhouse) (Oxfordshire 

Weekly News, 1873), Sarah Arthur died in 1874 in the Shipston Union (Workhouse). 

On 8th May 1875 Joseph Johnson was taken to the Shipston court for stealing a side of bacon 

from Jane Mander, a widow in Ilmington to whom he regularly called in and had helped to salt 

the side of pork. Joseph of Ilmington was living in Halford at this time and the side of bacon 

was found hidden in his chimney (Stratford-upon-Avon Herald, 1875). On 3rd of July 1875 

Joseph was sentenced to 8 months imprisonment (Leamington Spa Courier, 1875). 
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It seems likely that he, and his wife, moved to Brackley after his release. He was resident in 

Brackley at the 1881 census, but his wife Amelia died in Brackley in 1882 and he remarried 

Martha Ann Dancer in Brackley in 1883.  

Michael Johnson (1842) – captain of the Morris 

Michael (1842–1924) started as a stone mason and was living in White House Lane (1871 

census) and after that was listed as a builder living in Frog Lane.  

It is clear from the reports from the Shipston Petty Sessions court that Michael continued the 

family involvement in village affairs and disputes with the authorities.25 Michael died in Sept 

1924 leaving £124 (about £9,500 in current value) in his will. 

  

                                                           
25 He was a witness at court regarding village green [Stratford-upon-Avon Herald, Friday 09 July 1897], witness 

in court regarding a drain and notice board [Stratford-upon-Avon Herald, Friday 04 March 1898], charged with 

removing notice boards [Stratford-upon-Avon Herald, Friday 22 May 1903]. 
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Annex – Ancestry of Handy family of Ilmington 

Three generations of Samuel Handy 

The Handy family lived in Ilmington since at least the mid-17th when Samuel Handy (1654–

1720) moved to Ilmington (Norman, 2004b). Samuel Handy was literate and a signatory to 

Parish papers from the 1680s, and Churchwarden from 1686. His occupation as stated on his 

children’s baptism records was a carpenter. Samuel’s will from 1720 says he is a yeoman, who 

owned his house and workshops. It lists his sons as Samuel and John and his grandson Samuel.  

Samuel Handy (1671–1753) continued as signatory in the role of Churchwarden. He married 

later in life and had one son, Samuel (1713–1756), who was married aged 17 to Elizabeth 

Salmon and had 16 children. Samuel died aged 43 in 1756, and was described as a carpenter 

and pauper, and Elizabeth died three years later, leaving the children as orphans in the care of 

the Parish.  

Thomas (1747) was aged 9 when he became an orphan. At age 14 he became an apprentice 

shoemaker to his great-uncle’s (John Handy) son Samuel Handy (1703). Later in the same year, 

aged 14 years 10 months, he married Anne Toughley. In the 1798 land tax records Thomas 

Handy owned land. 

He had a son, Samuel, born in 1763, who also had a son Samuel (1791) who left Ilmington by 

1831, aged 42, moving to Evenlode, Draycott, then he lived in Blockley until his death. One of 

these two “Samuel Handy” was probably the one involved in the morris as the fool character. 

Alice Handy (1776) 

The family line associated with the 19th century morris team comes from Alice Handy who was 

due to marry John Walton, but he backed out and their son carried the name John Walton 

Handy, the middle name “Walton” continuing in further generations. 

Six years later she became pregnant by the wealthy Robert Hands of Ilmington, and after some 

legal moves to have her removed from her home village to Tredington, the Tredington 

Overseers sent two men and rather reluctantly Robert Hands married Alice Handy, then she 

returned to Ilmington and they continue to have further children. 

John Walton Handy’s son, William Walton Handy, and grandson, Michael Handy, were in the 

morris team. 

William Walton Handy (1837) 

William’s birth surname was given as “Walton Handy”. In the censuses he was living in 

Campden Street (1871), Back Street (1881), in Frog Lane (1891) in Ballards Lane (1901), and 

The Lane (1911). William worked mostly as a labourer, and from 1901 he was in receipt of 

Parochial relief. 
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Figure 16. Ancestry of the Handy family in Ilmington 

Michael Handy (1867) 

The early history of “Michael Handy” is something of a mystery as it appears that none of the 

online family tree researchers or morris researchers have found his history. We know from his 

marriage certificate that his father was Thomas Handy, and we know from the census records 

that his was born in Ilmington around 1867±1. From Cecil Sharps interviews we know his 

uncle was James Handy which suggests his mother was Phoebe Handy. The name Michael 

Handy first appears as a witness to his brother Florance’s wedding (24 May 1887). In 1891 he 

was boarding in Birmingham along with Arthur (Kyle) Bennett. The only logical solution is 

that Walter Walton Handy changed his name to Michael Handy when he left home in the mid-

1880s. 

Many of the Handy family, including Michael Handy, moved to Birmingham. He was married 

in 1892 in Birmingham when he was a railway guard, progressing from yard worker to foreman 
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on the railways. He lived in Maxstoke Street, Aston by 1901 and then moved to Warren Road, 

Saltley by 1911, He left £928 to Kate Martin, wife of William Martin. 

John Purser in his 1958 monograph “Our Ilmington” described why he and many others left 

the village of Ilmington around 1899, 

“Employment was not good, so our allotment had to suffice. It provided plenty of food, 

but no money for groceries, clothing and rent. Dad's quarry had closed down, as by this 

time stone could be bought already broken. Though he was a skilled farmworker, 

hedger, mower, rick-builder and thatcher, the farmers pleaded bad prices as the reason 

for offering no work. 

It was then that the young men from the village went to the manufacturing towns, thus 

relieving the village of its unemployed. If there had been any prospect of better things, 

some would readily have stayed, to the advantage of the older people.” (Norman, 

2004a)  
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