Bush Dance as it was
in the Bush! Part 4 -
The Local "Hop’

Peter Ellis
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KaTr's WRDDING.

Sketch of a barn dance, "Kate's Wedding" Illustration Courtesy State Library of New South
Wales — DG ON4/7792

Kate’s Wedding is described in Chapter 12 of On Our Selection by Steele Rudd, it’s well worth a
read. In short “Nearly every week Mother gave a ball. It might have been every night only for
Dad. He said the jumping about destroyed the ground-floor — wore it away and made the room
like a well. And whenever it rained hard and the water rushed in he had to bail it out” Then
occasionally a neighbour would hold a ball in their shed, mum ensured all her children new how



to dance well and to mix. As well as that several could play the concertina to take in turns and
provide the music.

“Dave was very pleased to be invited; it was the first time he had been asked anywhere, and he
began to practise vigorously. The evening before the ball Dad sent him to put the draught horses
in the top paddock. He went off merrily with them. The sun was just going down when he let them
go, and save the noise of the birds settling to rest the paddock was quiet. Dave was filled with
emotion and enthusiastic thoughts about the ball.

He threw the winkers down and looked around. For a moment or two he stood erect, then he
bowed gracefully to the saplings on his right, then to the stumps and trees on his left, and
humming a tune, ambled across a small patch of ground that was bare and black, and pranced
back again. He opened his arms and, clasping some beautiful imaginary form in them, swung
round and round like a windmill. Then he paused for breath, embraced his partner again, and
“galloped” up and down. And young Johnson, who had been watching him in wonder from
behind a fence, bolted for our place.

“Mrs. Rudd! Mrs. Rudd!” he shouted from the verandah. Mother went out. “Wot's — wot s up
with Dave? ”Mother turned pale. “There’s SOMETHING—!"“My God!” Mother exclaimed —
“WHATEVER has happened?” Young Johnson hesitated. He was in doubt. “Oh! What IS it?”
Mother moaned. “Well” (he drew close to her) “he’s — he’s MAD!” “OH-H!” “He IS. I seen 'im
Jjust now up in your paddick, an’ he's clean off he s pannikin.” Just then Dave came down the
track whistling. Young Johnson saw him and fled. For some time Mother regarded Dave with
grave suspicion, then she questioned him closely. “Yairs,” he said, grinning hard, “I was goin’
through th’ FUST SET.””

We all went to the Bush Dance (7he Land, 24 August 1961)

Dances are still held in country districts but they have lost much of the colour they had a few
decades ago.There would be dances run by tennis clubs, by various churches, for 21* birthdays
and other milestones. In fact, little excuse was needed to organise a dance. This meant that with
the balls staged by certain organisations and groups, there was something to do most of the time.
Scene of these functions would the local hall, a big hayshed or a woolshed. The latter was
preferred because of the better floor. People would begin to arrive at the hall early, the women
jealously guarding baskets of food in readiness for the supper that would be served later in the
evening.

We would travel by horseback, horse and sulky and on foot. As the age of speed began to hit us,
some daredevils would roar up on motor bikes. In due course cars and lorries would mix with the
horse-drawn transport. But the really exciting times were when everyone used horses. A young
fellow and his girl would ride up on their respective backs, she more often than not being side-
saddle, or a big family party would leap from an over-laden buggy drawn by a pair of horses.

Music was provided by locals, sometimes only a fiddler, but often accompanied by a
pianist. There would be mouth organ soloists, sometimes a mouth organ band, but only for the
most “Toney” balls would a dance band with drums be engaged. That would be something for
wide-eyed wonder by most of the young folk. Despite the sophistication the dance band added to
a ball, I think we were happier when our music came from a fiddle and a concertina or accordion.
I have seen men play the fiddle and accordion for the whole evening with barely a break. The



perspiration would be pouring off them but they would not give in, they would join in some of
the reels as they played.

In those days the dances were waltzes, schottische, lancers, reels, barn dances, polkas and
other old-timers. Not until later did the tango and two-step make their way into the bush. Supper
was one of the highlights of the evening and trestle tables would groan under the contributions
that everyone present had made. As baby sitters were unheard of, every member of the family
would be at the dance. This attendance of children and teenagers meant that no food was taken
home. Adults ate well and the youngsters went through it like a plague of grasshoppers through a
crop of green wheat, stripping everything as they went.

Because the whole family went along, a special room would be set aside for the babies and the
mothers would take it in turn to keep an eye on them as others danced.

The most important person at those dances was the Master of Ceremonies or MC as he was
better known. He would call the dances and make any necessary announcements. Some chaps
made a profession of being MC and there would be great rivalry between them to get the job. At
one dance in my early youth, the MC got up to make a special announcement, “There is a gold
brooch lost in this hall tonight”, he said. From a character at the back of the hall came a
supplementary remark in a booming voice, “There is also a b..... hat”. Fortunately, both missing
articles were found.

Yes, the old time bush dance had a special part in our social lives. And many a romance
blossomed as lads and lasses rode home together in the moonlight of the early morn.

Western Mail (Perth, WA : 1885 - 1954) Friday 3 December 1897 page 46 A BUSH BALL.
(By " LOTTIE.")

"The committee of -- requests the pleasure of Mr., Mrs., and the Misses ---'s company at a ball to
be held in the station homestead next Wednesday evening. Dancing to commence at 8 o'clock
sharp."

My sister and I had been expecting this invitation for about a fortnight. - The building is
somewhat dilapidated, there being holes in both roof and ceiling. Its floor is of Murray pine, so
much worn that the knots stand up above the soft wood. It is divided into two compartments,
communicating with each other by a doorway. The decorations are green boughs, hung up at
random. Two hooks, made of fencing wire, are suspended from the ceiling, and on each hangs a
"candle brum," made by nailing two pieces of board crossways, and there are eight candles to
each room. Music is supplied by a violinist, who sits in the doorway. Benches and bags of wheat
are placed round the walls, and on these girls sit in the intervals between the dances, while the
young men stand up round the "programme," which is pinned to the wall. These young men are
at a loss what to say when near a lady, and they never look happy except when dancing or talking
among themselves.

Very little time intervenes between the dances. As soon as one is over the "Programme" is
hurriedly consulted. The girls, of course, pretend not to notice the keen or often doubting glances
thrown in their direction; and each is quite surprised when a swain appears before her, and, in a
stooping posture, with his hands resting on his knees and his head well forward, asks, "Are you



engaged for this dance?" If the answer be "No," he inquires, May I have the pleasure, please ?"
The reply is sure to be "Certainly," and with a smile, sometimes broad and sometimes sickly, and
a look as if of a man who has come well through an ordeal, he retires. When the M.C. calls out
"Promenade your partners," each young man rushes to secure his partner, who springs to meet
him, the pleasure of the dance depending greatly on obtaining the best parts of the floor. The
girls are not much troubled with chaperonage, only three or four mammas being present. This is
because one wide-awake woman has to stay at home in a farm-house, and so both mother and
daughters cannot got away at the same time to attend dances. The mothers who are here form a
knot in a corner, and talk freely till a girl approaches when there is a stoppage in their
conversation.

About half-past 12 supper is announced. The young men pass round the eatables, while tea and
coffee appear in milk buckets, to be poured out of jugs into cups. Presently a cry goes up that
there is no sugar. A short man comes in with a pannikin full, and informs us that of sugar there
is plenty but that of spoons there are none. Someone brings in a number of twigs.

Our dad, with other dutiful fathers, has been outside at a fire of logs, where all have been talking.
They, come in now. My sister and I have contrived to be engaged for a dance after supper. Dad
growls, but succumbs, telling us we must be ready for home shortly. About half an hour later I
slip out on the verandah to reconnoitre, He is leaning against a gumtree, in the full light of the
fire, laying down the law, and gesticulating to a group of men. I slip back and whisper to my
sister that he is safe for three hours. When that time has elapsed we are quite prepared for home,
as are most of the dancers. From the expression of dad's face we can see that he has had the best
of the argument.-- The Australasian.

The Catholic Press (NSW : 1895 — 1942) Saturday 28 October 1899 “A Ball a la Mode”.

Here is a glimpse of the beneficent spread of civilisation in the country districts of New South
Wales :—' The Bodangora correspondent of a Wellington contemporary announces to the world
at large that he has been requested by a number of the ladies who purpose attending a coming
ball, to remind the gentlemen to wear gloves, as the fair ones are going to wear a number of very
choice costumes which they do not want to be spoiled. The gentlemen are further requested not
to wear boots, as some of the ladies have choice corns they do not want to be trodden on. This
reminds us of a bush ball refined by the notice, ' Gentlemen will kindly take off their leggings
before dancing.'

The Sydney Stock and Station Journal (NSW : 1896 — 1924) Tuesday 9 June 1896 Page 5

Talking about roads — (I'll get to the show directly) — you come face to face with the difficulty
that pastoralists have to encounter in regard to organization. There was one man I met at Bourke
who had come into the show without his wife and children because, he said, the roads were too
bad to drive. Said I to him, “How did you get in?”” then I, Said he, “I rode and never lifted a whip
to my horse all the way. It did the 90 miles beautifully.” Fancy that! Do you wonder that they
make a week's carnival with the family when they come into the show, eh! People who live away
off like that deserve to have a carnival once in a year. But when they come to town they do have
a good time. They had a ball one night at Bourke, a show ball, and I received an invitation and



went, too, like a little man. The ball was held in “Tobin's Hall,” as pleasant and comfortable a
hall as the heart of man could desire. The place was elegantly decorated, the floor was as shiny
and smooth as the most fastidious dancer could wish, the band was first class, and the dresses —
whew! There was as much good style in the dresses at that ball as you'd see anywhere and if my
pen would allow me to, I'd describe some of them, but this pen isn't the one I write the ball news
with; this one can't spell the names of the materials and things. But there were as many “sweetly
pretty costumes,” “dreams,” “confections,” and things like that on the floor of “Tobin's Hall” as
you'd see in any ball room in London. I used to think that “bush balls” were a kind of razzle
dazzle, free-and-easy, go-as you-please affair, but if any man thinks that Bourke is in the bush in
regard to balls — well, he doesn't know Bourke, that's all. I'd like to mention a few things about
the scholarly attainments of some of the people I met there, too, but, perhaps, that's private. All 1
can say is that Bourke is a town to be proud of. Then we had a supper, such a supper.
Comparisons are odorous, of course, but I've had worse suppers in Sydney Town Hall. And the
hospitality of those people was something to make a song about. Their whisky was good at the
ball! They've got all sorts of whisky there, but if they know you and understand that you've not
been copper-fastened at a bush pub you're right for real good stuff.

Albury Banner and Wodonga Express (NSW : 1896 — 1939 Friday 30 July 1937 page 40

TUMUT Musical Festival Society held an "Old Time Bush Ball." The function was well
attended and enjoyed by all. The supper tables were decorated with gumtips, hawthorn berries,
poppies and old-fashioned flowers; and the menu included "conversation" lollies and barley
sugar, bowls of apples and oranges. Candles were alight on several tables. Mrs. J. Murphy was in
charge of the supper arrangements, being assisted by a number of ladies to whom special thanks
are due. A cake donated by Mr. Bamford was won by J. Mulqueeney in a competition. About
£40 was taken. The judges for the representations were Mesdames J. Brennan, J. W. Mason and
D. Burbury. Awards were: Sweet young damsel in old-time dress, Miss Thelma Symons 1, Miss
Marcia Pearcel, Miss Doreen Platt 3; old-time dandy, Messrs. E. Bamford and Doug Watson
divided; prettiest and most inexpensive old-time costume, Miss Mavis Watson; old-time
costume, Miss J. Guy; best representation of beautiful old-time lady, Miss Leonie Morris; most
comical old-time costume, Mrs. J. Broughton; special prize, Miss Moncic Arnoult; best old-time
waltzers over 50, Mr. W. Connors and Miss J. Guy; best old time waltzers under 50, Miss
Moncie and Mr. Ray Arnoult; best dancers in costume, Mr. D. Watson and Miss Doreen Platt. A
special prize was awarded to Mrs. M. Wilkinson for second in “beautiful old-time lady” section.
Best danced set of lancers, Mrs. Matton and Mr. G. Mc Donald. Mr. and Mrs. J. M'Donnell, Mr.
and Mrs. M. Bellchambers, Miss J. Guy and Mr. A. Potter.

Chronicle (Adelaide, SA : 1895 — 1954 Thursday 18 July 1946

SPORTS OF OTHER DAYS Old - Time Bush Outing Revived By A. THORNTON



WHEN the old pioneers get together you will hear them discuss the good old days when the bush
race meeting was one of the really great social events of the year, while the athletic sports
meeting was something never to be forgotten. It seems a great pity that in the outback these
events are nowadays little more than memories.

In one bush centre recently, however, an attempt was made to revive the bush athletic sports
meeting, and it was the finest function I have ever attended. There were all the thrills of the good
old days that grandfather talked about. It was enjoyed so much, by even the younger generation,
that it is likely to become an annual event once again.

The grand bush ball commenced at 8 o'clock and as it was a moon light night and the little hall
could not accommodate all the dancers, the overflow danced on the green outside the hall.
Dancing ceased for an hour about 10 o'clock and the people gathered round the big fire on which
a whole bullock had been roasted. With slices of buttered bread and slices of hot beef cut off the
roast bullock the people there enjoyed a real supper in the open air, and the old hands talked
about the bush fires, droughts and floods of bygone years. The younger people enjoyed a real
novel entertainment while for the older folks it brought back happy memories. It is indeed good
to live for a while in the past now and then.

Narromine News and Trangie Advocate (NSW : 1898 — 1956) Friday 30 November 1934
page S

“At last he found himself in front of a building where the Bushman's Ball was in full swing. 'Call
that a bushman's ball," he spluttered to a couple of men standing on the edge of the pavement. It
don't come up to the bush balls we used to hold. In the old days. I remember one in particular
which was held in a small bush township about thirty years back. The driver of the plantation
locomotive was waiting for the train coming from Townsvllle and you know the train was very
slow in those days. Suddenly the strains of "Two Little Girls in Blue' was wafted on the still air
from the hall where the dance was to be held. The driver jumped down from the locomotive and
raced into the hall without changing his clothes, an' grabbed the first girl who said, 'Yes' when he
asked her for a dance. - A few minutes later there were a few mingled adjectives such as 'You
clumsy cow!" when the flapper wiped the sooty hand marks on her white ball dress. Then the
baker from next door drifted in just as he was when working. With doughy hands and floury
apron he selected Miss Prim, who was easily 40 not out and despite the fact that she was wearing
a black ball dress of galatea, whirled her into the middle of the room before she had time to give
him a refusal. It would be simply impossible to mention the language that woman used, but the
accordeon player was a considerate cove. He played as loud as he could to deaden her remarks.
Miss Prim looked with disgust at the flour marks and pieces of dough sticking to her expensive
dress. But the dizzy limit was old Bill, a stockman from an adjoining station. He blew into the
small township in time for the dance. Jumping from his horse he strolled into the room wearing
riding moles and spurs. Casting his eyes round the wallflowers he caught sight of Miss
Shornlamp, sitting sedate in a corner, attired in a creation of Bishop's lawn. The lady consented
when the drover asked for the dance, and in a few minutes they were gliding round the room.
Quite unexpectedly he stumbled into a fat old girl with a very fat ankle. There was an awful yell



from the fat lady. You see he had dug his spurs into her ankle. And yes, those were the good old
days, and women were less expensive to keep than they are now.



