Bush Dance as it was in the Bush!
Part 1 - From the
beginning

By Peter Ellis

The series on the evolution of contemporary bush dance
highlighted an important part of our history and as
illustrated, it was very much a 1950s to 70s era of city
tradition, highly British folk dance and Irish music
orientated with little actually in common with a true dance
in the bush.

In this new series [ will be focusing on what did occur in the bush, it will possibly surprise
you. Also dances were seldom referred to as bush dances except in the occasional instances
where they were simply an old time hop and generally nothing like the nineteen seventies
phase.

Going right back to the beginning of time relative to white settlement in Australia, which
isn’t a great chronological period in terms of world history and it certainly isn’t a great
chronological period for Indigenous people; is the first report of a social dance in Sydney at
a time when it was still bush, or almost so. This quote from 1803 is well known, but a
couple of interesting points and bear in mind it is a piece of satirical journalism to fill up
newspaper space, but nevertheless one assumes dance names mentioned must have been
known to the reader. Three of the dances, Irish Trot, Country Bumpkin and Cheshire
Rounds would have been dances of the ballroom in their day but obviously folk style
dances and in this case in repertoire of what seems to be ordinary plebs rather than
society. They have a fiddler, not a violinist and the serenade of culinary instruments little
short of marrow bones and cleavers implies it’s a ‘tin kettling’, something that was a
tradition in the bush well within living memory of elderly people today.

Sydney Gazette, Sunday, May 15, 1803 2¢c

On the evening of Saturday the 7th instant a Celebration of Nuptials took place on the Rocks,
at which a numerous group of congratulants assembled to greet the enamoured Touchstone
and his beloved Audrey. Compliments at an end, the circling planet of the board was briskly
courted, and a fiddler with his merry crowd, received an universal welcome: the merry dance
commenced, and the fair bride led down the Country Bumpkin, which was performed in



character. The Cheshire rounds and the Irish trot were also gone through with equal success,
after which a contest for the Breeches ensued, but was determined in favour of Madam
Beatrice, and the ladies at parting, withdrew in triumph. On Monday evening a grand
serenade of culinary instruments waited on the new-married pair, which in harmoney came
little short of marrrow-bones and cleavers. The musicians demanded a fee, imposed by
custom, and which being complied with, the Young couple were left to their domestic Quiet.

One of the Country Bumpkins described by Thomas Wilson is a triple minor longways for as
many as will (not the one that has been revived in our contemporary bush dance scene) and
the other likely contender at a gathering such as this is the ‘Ninesome’. The Irish Trot also is
likely a triple minor and has been confused with a folk dance Thady You Gander of which
there is no early history out here. Cheshire Rounds was likely past its use by date as a
ballroom dance then, but it’s well possible it was still well known by the lower classes, so
possibly what we would see as a folk dance.

For the rest of the period the main dances will be the quadrilles and couple dances of the
nineteenth century. This next reference illustrates this and the quadrilles already said to be
‘old’. But the point is you had to walk, catch a cab or ride a horse in those days. Even up to
the end of the 1950s or a little later, if you wanted to escort your girl home from a dance
you had to allow enough time to get her home and get yourself back for the last tram or bus.
Forget the hanky panky, girls usually had chaperones or were escorted by parents or older
brothers. Mrs Bourke told me after a dance she and her boy would walk quicker and
quicker so they had a smidge of time at the front gate before her parents caught up.

And look at this poor bloke walking three miles in the wet in his dancing pumps!
The Australian (Sydney NSW 1824-48) Saturday 11t March 1826 p4

‘Fashionable Misery’ ... Quadrille

Having accepted an invitation to a stranger’s ball, under the idea that would there meet
your particular friend Mrs. ......... ,and her charming daughter. Accordingly dandy-fying in
the first style for the occasion, paying half a crown for organising or true fitting, four



shillings for kid gloves, and three shillings for Jarvey etc. etc. Going there particularly early,
finding the rooms badly lighted, merely a wretched thrummer of old quadrilles, ugly girls,
posse of strangers, and old fogies, thawing ices, stale rout cakes, dried up sandwiches and
corked port, at which, being disgusted, you have the satisfaction of learning from the lady of
the house, that your charming friend will not be there! .... whom you relied upon bringing
you back. And to end your misery, a tremendous wet night, no coach to be procured, and
three miles in pumps to walk. With merely the satisfaction of wishing Mrs. ......... and her
ball at the devil.

“Morgan and Truefit, two fashionable hair-cutters at the West end of the town.

And then at Broken Hill, the distance travelled required staying overnight, this was often
the case, change of clothes carried on horseback. Notice also the Virginia Reel as the finali.

Barrier Miner (Broken Hill) Wed. 5t June 1889

And so, after another quadrille; and the final Virginia reel, the company began to break up
and depart. Some few intimate friends of the family, who had come from a distance, were to
stay all night at Black Hall.

TUR DANOE IN TKE WOOLAM KL

‘The Dance in the Woolshed’ from the Australian Town and Country
Journal 24/12/1870.
Picture courtesy of Chris Woodland.



This account is priceless.

HUMOROUS. 25 Jan. 1902 Clarence and Richmond Examiner (Grafton, NSW: 1889 - 1915)
A BUSH DANCE.

Writing about his experiences in Queensland, the Earl of Yarmouth says: Then there were the
dances in the winter time - about August - and very amusing some of the less fashionable bush
dances were in the small towns. They generally have a master of ceremonies, who announces
the next dance; they have various playful ways of doing so. Being in a cattle district, one of the
popular ways which I have actually heard is for the M.C. to announce, "Gents will please
choose their meat for the next polka;" also "seize your skin for a waltz," is another favourite.

At one dance there were placards on the wall, "Gents are forbidden to dance twice with the
same lady, owing to the scarcity of the fair sex. Occasionally I used to get up a small dance at
the "Rocks," on the verandah, and people used to think nothing of riding twenty and thirty
miles and more. If they live a long way off, they just camp down on the verandah, bringing
their own blanket with them, and as the saying is "choosing the softest plank" to sleep on.
Then they would depart next morning.

THE BUSH DANCE Geraldton Guardian and Express 28 Aug. 1929

I went to the old bush dance last night, down in the Werribee hall; I drove the cart, on the
sand-plain road, to be at the year's show ball; and the night wind howled as I jogged along -
but never a whit cared I. Could I catch one smile from a girl out there, or a glance from a
roguish, eye. I hitched the cart to a barbed-wire fence, and I ambled down to see the farmers'’
wives by the lean-to shed a-boiling cups of tea. They were cutting the loaves and slicing the
scones, and setting the tables all — "twas a supper for gods, if one only knew — that supper at
Werribee ball. There were boys galore from the farms around, all strangers to collar and tie,
and they seemed, perhaps, to a city lad to be nervous, and silly and shy; for they mooned
around in a silent crowd by the door of the bright-lit hall, and they scarcely spoke to the bevy
of girls who were there at the Werribee ball. The girls were brown, and freckled and strong,
powdered and shingled, too; but they drest perhaps in a different way to what the girls in the
city do. By track and by road they had flocked to the dance, o'er valley and river and plain,
and they "swung to their corners” and turned right round, Just to do it again and again. The
kiddies all watched from the corner seats, while their ma's went out to do the latest step from
the town nearby, or to dance some old set thro'. And the kiddies howled as the hours went
past, while their mothers and sisters still went tripping along to an old, old tune, through the
maze of a quaint quadrille. The grandsires tapt to the music's beat, a-seated around the wall,
and markt the poise of each raw-boned youth of their own, at the Werribee ball. And the
mothers, perhaps, would heave a sigh for the years long past. And cried as they saw some
happy and love struck pair, stroll slow to the night outside. The fiddler play'd us a martial air,
while the sweat pour'd down from his brow, and he swung his bow as the masters do— I can



see him swinging now. And while supper and beer were handed about — the night grew full of
goodwill; and the local teacher sang us a song — I can hear aim singing still. When the cow-
bells rang from the nearby scrub. The company formed a ring, the sun showed pale athwart
the hills, as they sang "God Save the King." Some couples there were, who kiss'd in the dawn,
by an empty, silent hall, But the line of traps a-heading for home, marked the end of the
Werribee ball. —BERT WILLIAMS.

The Western Mail (Perth) Thur. 30t Jan. 1930

We were promptly introduced all round by the chairman, and soon after, to the strains of a
good piano and of a concertina, both instruments in very capable hands, dancing was in full
swing. The programme was a long one, and we soon realised that one need be an expert in, old
time dancing as well as in modern jazz to keep pace with the bright-eyed group girl.
Schottisches and mazurka followed fox trots and one-steps, and the ever popular lancers were
executed with a gusto which, literally, took us off our feet.

We discovered that most of our new found friends originated from Cornwall and from that
"West-Countrie" beloved of Thomas Hardy, but like everywhere else in the Empire wherever
there is hard work to be done, coupled with the spice of adventure, the sturdy Scot was well in
evidence. Take your partners for the "Highland Reel.”, announced the M.C., whose rich speech
clearly denoted that he had first seen light somewhere north of the Clyde'. Feeling I could not
"do" it, I had to sit and watch the gay evolutions of the lads and lassies. Supper was then
handed round, and, soon after the clock struck the death knoll of the old year.

Immediately the juniors, who, from outside the hall, had been waiting for this moment,
started a deafening din with the help of kerosene tins, whilst a bail of gravel descended upon
the roof. When the noise subsided our friend Angus Mac slowly entered the room. Holding
above his head a bottle whose label proclaims a thorough Caledonian origin, he raised his
voice in song, and we all joined hands for the heartiest of Auld Lang Syne I ever heard. Then, in
true Highland fashion Angus invited each one of us in turn to partake with him of the first
drink of the New Year. As we left friendly streamers vainly tried to hold our cars back and as
we wended our way home through the forest we felt like travelling through a dreamland
garden. The dense undergrowth nearly met overhead, and our lights seemed to enhance the
vivid green of the hazel bush and the karri wattle and gigantic brackens bent their heads
under the weight of the night's dew; now and again a startled "quokka" hopped clumsily
across the track. As we got near home the first dawn of the year was already breaking, and
though the night's gloom still clung to the dense shrubbery around us, the first rays of the sun
were already darting through the leafy heads of the great karris, where invisible parakeets
had started their chatter.

GUILDFORD WEST A.L.P. The Biz (Fairfield, NSW: 1928 - 1954) Friday 22 April 1932

Euchre and Dance

Idealising that the old adage is still true-"that variety is the spice of life"-the social committee
have decided to make each of their fortnightly dances different to the preceding one. The first
of these "different” dances was held in the Regent Theatre, on Tuesday, 12th, when a "bush



dance" was arranged. A camp setting on the stage, and the body of the hall beautifully
decorated with blue gum, gave the theatre a real Australian bush appearance. The songs
rendered between dances were also typically Australian. "Goodbye Guildford Town,"
"Gundagai” and "The Old Sundowner" were well received while Mr.Wal Bickley surprised the
dancers with his rendering of "Little Pal" and "Call me Back, Pal of Mine." A step dance by Bert
Bennett, to the accompaniment of a mouth organ, gave the proceedings quite a bush
atmosphere. Although the night was wet, nearly 200 dancers took the floor; so the committee
have reason to be pleased with their initial effort. The free "personality” dance was won by Mr.
Bardsley, and the lucky door number by Mr. Buchan. The music was supplied by Billie
Bunting's Band.

[ have mentioned before that it was difficult to find much information in the very early
period of what the lay people were dancing; writers seldom wrote any account below their
station. Likewise it is rare to find any accounts of social dance with respect to the
Indigenous people, yet we know they held their own social dances of the equivalent of the
white populace in the towns. Chris Sullivan has collected wonderful dance tunes from
Indigenous players and they were top players, guns as we would say. At the Drover’s
Reunion at Camooweal in 2002 and again in 2003 I played for an old time dance. There was
one Aboriginal lady (amongst several couples actually) who danced with skill and grace and
[ made comment to her about it. She replied ‘Oh dad taught us on the clay pans, we held
dances there!

Below is one interesting write-up that did make the papers.
Townsville Daily Bulletin (Qld 1885-1954) Saturday 19t October 1935
AN ABORIGINAL DANCE. Modern and Ball Room. MUNGINDI, October 14th,

Last Tuesday week a novelty entertainment took place in the Elite Hall when the aboriginals
gave a dance with an attendance of about 60 aboriginals from Moree, Boomi, Neeworra,
Toomelah and Mungindi. Both modern and old time dancing was indulged in and the music
was supplied by an accordeon player of some quality, accompanied by the good old Gum leaf,
which was really excellent and quite as good as our expensive bands to dance to. During the
evening a corroboree was held, while an exhibition of step dancing was given; also Scotch
reels. It was explained owing to an attack of 'flu’ a colored friend from Brisbane was unable to
present the Rumba as previously announced.

(The Rumba would have been the latest dance of a season or two in 1935)



Evelyn Crawford, Indigenous
‘bush musician’ from the
Meredith Collection.




