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Clara Boyle

Writes

. . . about the day
poor Nellie slept

HEN Henry Boyle, then a lad of

twenty, brought his eighteen-year
old bride to Ambleside, in 1861, they were
by no means the shy young couple one
might have expected. Henry, fresh from
Oxford, was a brilliant scholar, outstand-
ing in both science and literature, a wit
and raconteur who was welcome every-
where.

Nellie captivated all Ambleside with
the charm of her dainty little person, her
lovely face but, above all, her sweet
soprano which was much in demand in
those days of making music at home.

Among the friends who received the
young couple hospitably were the Le
Flemings of Rydal Hall. The first really
important dinner party to introduce the
young couple was given here by Gen.
Hughe Le Fleming, and Nellie promised
to sing after dinner.

After coffee had been handed round,
everybody sat expectant, but nothing hap-
pened. Poor Nellie, slumped in her chair
like a dormouse, was fast asleep. When
at last Henry managed to wake her, she
explained tearfully: “I knew that coffee
always sends me straight to sleep, but I
did not like to refuse on this first
occasion.

After that, on numerous subsequent
occasions, everybody was most careful to
keep the coffee away from her!

Caw\a..\z.‘ ’\I»J. 62

I I ENRY had bought Eller How from

Arthur Clough, the poet and one of
the favourite pupils of Dr. Arnold, of
Rugby fame, and the young couple were
now facing their first winter in this
northern clime.

The Le Flemings made this an occasion
for a really big ball at Rydal Hall in
honour of Nellie and Henry. Nellie, an
excellent dancer, was looking forward to
this great occasion with shining eyes.
There was hard frost, and when the car-
riage appeared, Nellie was bundled in;
completely muffled up in furs and rugs.
The Rydal Hall butler relieved her of
these wrappings and she immediately
entered the big ballroom, for in those days
of no make-up and smoothly parted,
looped hair, there was no need to tidy
oneself before a mirror.

She flew from arm to arm and had
already danced several dances before Dora
Quillinan, Wordsworth’s daughter, was
able to draw her aside.

“ Nellie,” she said, “have you for-
gottens. o 2

Nellie’s hand flew to her face. There
it was, the little fluffy ball of grey fur,
fitting snugly over her nose, held by two
narrow black silk ribbons behind her head
—her beloved nose-muff!

How she blushed and stammered—but
everybody smiled affectionately and the
incident was soon forgotten.

.« « . and takes up a point about dancing

I WOULD LIKE to thank Belle Halli-
well very much for her recollections of
village balls, held in the old days under
the auspices of the Robinsons or Mr.
Cannon.T Yes, and they did know how
to swing their legs in the lively Mazurka,
just as I learned to dance it in my native
Poland.

But Belle Halliwell need not go as far

back as 1861 to prove that Merrie Eng- .

land and the “ Dancing Years ” enlivened
our villages.

When I was head teacher for the Lake
District and Cumberland Branches of the
English Folk Dance and Song Society
between the two wars I travelled about

T' Ree l;r 244 -%
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500 miles a week, spanning the entire
“ Diocese,” from Wigton and Carlisle to
Settle, from Barrow to Shap and Pen-
rith. I was always amazed how, especi-
ally in remote villages, the dancers would
tramp in all weathers, often more than
five miles, from farmsteads and fells to
their weekly or fortnightly dancing
classes.

Often when the weather was inclement
and the snow lay deep on unswept roads,
I felt greatly tempted to give it up for
that night, but I was always glad that I
had battled my way through when I saw
some forty or more dancers assembled,
eager for their “lesson.”

The great event was, of course, our
y annual summer pageant at L. derl
sand the Branch party in the winter.
Usually this winter party was our one
" and only opportunity for .a massed re-
hearsal of the summer pageant, and
coaches arrived from far and wide, spilling
out their cheerful, well muffled passen-

iy * Kivlely Lomadol

At first we used to dance in Kend
Parish Hall, but our numbers grew, and
when even Kendal Town Hall proved
too small, I remember arranging for the
party to be held in the drab, but spacious
drill hall.

It was soon filled, almost to overflow-
ing, but one important coach was miss-
ing. The Shap dancers, led by Mr. Mil-
ray, at that time neither a J.P. nor chair-

man of the Council, but a sprightly young |

man keeping down his weight by vigorous
Morris Dancing, had not arrived.  Mr.
Milray was most necessary for our re-
hearsal, for he was to lead the whole of
North Westmorland in a processional en-

trance dance, facing, in the far distance, |

Mr. Hotson of Grasmere, who was lead-
ing the main Westmorland body, Mr.
Spence joining in with his Furness Dis-
trict dancers.

We were already an hour late, and with |

a heavy heart I decided to take Mr. Mil-

ray’s place instead of conducting the |

massed rehearsal “overall,” when a be-
draggled group of some 30 dancers ap-

peared. Mr. Milray explained how the |
Shap dancers had got stuck in deep snow |
on Shap Fell, but they would not give up, |

and all the men put their shoulders to
the wheel and shovelled snow, while all
the women sat shivering but valiantly
facing it out. They arrived just in the
nick of time.

Is it really only thirty years ago since
we were a hardy race?

T' S_L& ?r 2.44-%

Clara
Boyle
Writes . . .
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... about the barring out of the schoolmaster,
and the winter-time visits of the dancing master.

D l OT so very long ago the holidays were not at any fixed time,

but generally the first fine Thursday after the school meadow
had been cut was chosen for the “rebellion” The door was
locked against the schoolmaster, boys and girls awaiting his arrival
with great excitement. He always fulfilled their expectations,
acting his part well. He demanded that the door should be opened
immediately, threatened penalties, and then listened to the request
of the strikers for “six weeks’ holidays,” upon which the school-
master uttered more feigned threats and then retired.

* * *

The moment of his going away was the signal for the whole
school to break out, the scholars rushing across the meadow to
take cover in the wood beyond. Out they came, every big boy
dragging a little one as fast as their little legs would carry them. For
the schoolmaster had only waited behind his house, and now he
ran out to catch them, a big stick in his hand. But it was only in
fun, only pretence, and no one was ever caught. The moment his
flock reached the wood, they called out merrily, “Four weeks’
holidays,” and this demand was, of course, always granted.

* % *

But there was another time, in winter, when the schools in
Westmorland and Cumberland were unceremoniously closed. That
was when the dancing master used to go round from village to
village, with his fiddle, to teach the country dances of the district,
the Three Reel, the Six Reel, the Eightsome Reel, Cottagers or
The Rifleman, The Triumph, or God Speed the Plough, with the
Cumberland Eightsome thrown in. He would also bring the newest
tunes from far-off Liverpool. And then, of course, there was the
local step-dancing, with 24 different steps to teach. So the
schools were closed, and for some four weeks or so the boys and
girls went instead to their dancing classes.

& * *

In the late nineteenth century there was a famous family of such
dancing-masters and fiddlers, the Robinsons, whose prowess was
still cherished by the older inhabitants of Ambleside in the early
years of our century.
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