Bush Dance as it was in the Bush!
Part 3 - The romance of

Folk

By Peter ‘Ellis
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DEAR "Martingale,"-"Memories' " recent article on bush
dances sent my mind back to the days of the War. I was a
schoolboy then on holidays in the wheat belt when a farewell
dance was tendered to a soldier. His parents were German, but
he was an Aussie. We farewelled him that evening but he never returned. A son of Australia, but
he went to fight his parents' people. One can imagine their feelings. However, here's the tale.

The horse was harnessed to the sulky by the light of a lantern, which was then turned low and
left on the post. Into the night we then drove, and being fresh from the city I could see nothing in
the inky blackness. How the driver could see the road puzzled me, but we arrived safely at our
destination. The farmyard was lit by a huge fire of logs by the light of which we safely drove
around the stray implements to find a good hitching post. Being late- comers the dance had
commenced before we arrived. The wall between the bed- room and the dining-room had been
pulled down, and a space of about 30 feet by 12 feet was well and truly packed with enthusiastic
dancers. Seats round the walls held the few non-dancers, but all who could, made the most of the
opportunity and stepped out gaily.

My first surprise came when I discovered that it was the lamp that was swaying and wobbling as
it hung from the roof, and not my eyesight that was at fault. Following the lamp chain to the roof
I found that the roof was in, the joke too, and it rose and fell in a most alarming manner, keeping
time with the music. The walls and floors kept time as well, and the motions of the piano were
indeed surprising. On inquiring
as to the safety or otherwise of
the structure I was informed that
the white ants had eaten into
some of the studs under the floor
but otherwise the place was
quite sound.




The old homestead by Steele Rudd ; illustrations by Lionel Lindsay

As no one else seemed in the least alarmed, eventually I became familiar with the motion and
settled down to enjoy the novelty of the situation. Even the building and the piano joined in the
rhythm of the dance.

As the night wore on I tired of sitting, so remembering the log fire strolled thence. Three or four
old chaps, and two or three lads, sat around the heap of glowing coals and a bearded old battler
gave me a seat beside him on a log, as he tried to extinguish the fire with about a half-pint of
tobacco juice. Failing to accomplish his object the veteran replaced his pipe and continued to
puff forth the fragrant smoke.

Here in the glow and warmth of the dying beacon the tales were being told, by first one, and then
the other, and for me time was not. Here I learned of the Wily dingo, outwitted and outwitting;
the searches for gold, followed by spree or lean times; records of crops and records of droughts.
As each tale finished, another was begun and these old battlers, usually silent and retiring
indoors found fluent speech beside that fire under the stars. A shout of "Supper" sent all flock-
ing to the house and the eating was as hearty as the dancing. Steaming cups, and well-stacked
dishes were emptied and returned to the kitchen, where the ladies loaded them again. After
supper came the speeches, some long, some to the point, and some rambling, even as speeches
always are. The response was short and full of feeling for the guest of honour was leaving his
loved ones.

On with the dance into the wee small hours, and then a drive home in the frosty moonlight. There
is nothing quite like it. Warmly clothed and well fed we were carried through the frosty air,
hands and faces tingling as the steaming horses speeded homewards to the music of trotting
hooves and flying wheels. Home at last and a tired youth tumbled into bed to snatch a few hours
of sleep before breakfast, and I had attended my first bush dance.

ALGY, Walpole.
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We used to get a lot of fun out of those bush dances in the old days. There was a dance in the
little school house at Broken Bend, and all the cocky lads and lassies for miles around had
congregated there to enjoy themselves. Half way through the programme old Ned Parkes held up
his hand for a hearing. The wheezy accordeon became silent, then Ned blew his whiskers from
his mouth and said, 'There's been a complaint made to me that some clumsy cow in this room so
blanky awkward that he's been standing on the women's clothes. Young Martha Dobbins came
here tonight in a new dress she got by the mall yesterday, and now all the lace has been torn off
the new petticoat she got with it. I'm an old man, but by cripes there'll be something doing if the
cow I'm alluding to don't remove his boots and dance without them. Now Sam and he glared at a
young fellow standing near the accordion player, you had better use the hint to avoid anymore
trouble.'
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THE Royal Papuan Constabulary brass band, touring the eastern States of Australia, will be a



novelty. But we have had many novel bands of our own. It is a pity that they have been allowed
to disband. One of the finest bands I have heard was the Wallaga Lake Aboriginal Gumleaf
Band, composed entirely of Australian aborigines from the Wallaga Lake Mission Station on the
south coast of New South Wales. The band had gumleaf players and some drummers. The drums
were home-made but good, and, of course, the gumleaves were picked off the trees. This band
often toured country districts, playing at shows and in the streets of towns. It was splendid music,
and the band was always well received. There have been splendid gum-leaf bands in other parts
of the country but they received little publicity. Had these bands been in America they would
have been featured in films and on the radio. Another aboriginal band on the South Coast of
NSW had gum- leaf players and mouth organists. They sounded well together. In another there
were gumleaf players, drums, mouth organs, tin whistles, and triangles. The aborigines had no
real musical instruments of their own but they have shown that, trained, they could be developed
into a very musical race. On a farm where there were sixteen children I heard a mixed family
band. It had two concertinas, two accordions a cigarcione (a bush violin made from a cigar box,
wallaby sinews and bits of timber), a tin whistle, a bush- made flute, a drum, gumleaves and
several mouth organs. All instruments, except the accordians. concertinas and mouth organs,
were home-made. The drum was a section of a hollow log with wallaby skins stretched over the
ends. In Gippsland a few years ago there was a bush dance band which played for all dances in
the bush hall within a radius of 50 miles. The drummer's outfit was a beauty: The drum was
home- made and the "effects" were made from coconut shells, bullock bells, pieces of kerosene
tin and large seashells. The violinist had made his own violin from bush timber, using kangaroo
sinews for string. The third member of the band played a home-made banjo, the body of which
had been a tennis racquet. Occasionally the violinist doubled on the concertina I have seen a
wide variety of bush-made musical instruments, many of them without a name. Some were made
of timber, bottles, bits of metal, seashells, bullocks' horns and bones. If these novel bush
instruments were gathered together to form an Australian bush band I believe that we would see
and hear something outstanding. What about the Australian Broadcasting Commission getting
together an Australian aboriginal band? After all the Commission is out to foster Australian
talent, and what llls‘ more Australian than our aborigines?

The Leaf Band® Lake Wallaga: from left to ngnt
Percy Davis (Square Block), Ned (Ted) Hoskins
(Pudding), Ermie Hoskins (Friday), Percy Mumbulla
(Bing), Harold Picalla (Dessy), Willy Thosmas {Whaler
Billy), Andy Bond (Digger), Albert Thomas (Bookal)
and Craniy Parsans {Sonnoboy) dated 1522 This

photograph was given to Leshie and Richard Bate of
Mountain View, Tilba Tiba in 1992 by Lucy Sinclair
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