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Old Time Dances continued to flourish and mushroom during 
the 1920s and 30s and were popular fund raisers in the town as 
well as surviving in the country districts, where the dances held 
in barns, woolsheds and mechanics institutes,  had not really 
even given way to the modern one steps and foxtrots. The 
traditional MC of any country district was held in great 
reverence and kept the programme on track and his conducting 
of dances popular with the patronage.  

It was not unusual for 5 or 6 different sets (quadrilles) to be 
eagerly undertaken during the evening, First Set, Lancers, 
Alberts, Waltz Cotillion, Caledonians, Royal Irish were all 
mainstays. More than often the Exions and Fitzroys were 

thrown in for good luck as well as the Parisian Quadrille in longways formation, a re-
arrangement of the First Set with couple facing couple in a column down the floor and danced 
continuously without a break from the first figure through to the last. Harry McQueen of 
Castlemaine recalled a dance in the school at Ravenswood where there was not enough room to 
hold all sets and that each set had to be danced twice. First Set, Lancers, Alberts and Waltz 
Cotillion were the particular sets that night as well as one for as longways as will, he thought MC 
Joe Comini announced it as the ‘Pyrenees Quadrille’. It was the ‘Parisian Quadrille’.  

Waltzing was a premium skill to even the most weather beaten of bushmen: - shearers, timber 
cutters, drovers, and eucy distillers. There were numerous waltzes in an evening, just ordinary 
waltzing varied with an occasional new Veleta or simple march time sequence dance like the 
Military Two Step. These same bushmen could also excell when challenge demanded to a 
stepdance competition, jig, reel or hornpipe. The women were the most graceful of dancers and 
for both sexes there were certain dances, such as the Varsoviana, Polka and Polka Mazurka 
where there was a fanaticism to reserve each of these to a particular revered, but different, 
partner in turn. 

 Progressives such as the barn dance and Pride of Erin had not quite arrived in the bush at this 
stage (pre-World War 2), but the Circassian Circle and Spanish Waltz provided a change of 
couples each sequence, and in the ‘Flirtation’ - last figure of the First Set, a change of partners. 
This flirtation was more popularly known as the ‘Bull Ring’ or the Stockyards. Even the 



occasional country dance survived, Sir Roger de Coverley or Haymaker’s Jig was still very well-
known and perhaps the Scotch Reel or the more modern Highland Reel or Dashing White 
Sergeant or even a ‘Swedish Country Dance’. It is likely that in districts of Scottish and Irish 
settlement the solo jig and fling might appear at the drop of a hat to an impromptu tune from the 
fiddler or squeezebox player.  

Again Harry McQueen of Castlemaine recalled the old Sir Roger de Coverley and the Bullring 
from dances at Lockwood South (Happy Jack), Ravenswood, Fryerstown, Yandoit. In the 
Bullring (Stockyards) or last figure of the First Set it was usual for the dance to continue until 
back to original lady partner, then the musicians would convert into a Circular Waltz for a ‘waltz 
the hall’. In those days (1920s) the venue was more often a school or barn or perhaps an 
Assembly Hall like that attached to the Happy Jack Pub, or the one that still exists at Red Hill 
Chewton. 

The instrumentation remained the domain of the fiddle, accordion (button), concertina (Anglo), 
tin whistle and piano whenever available. Rhythm apart from tapping feet while playing was 
occasionally supplemented by the playing of the bones or spoons and of course alternating bass 
and vamp on the piano if available was a bonus. Sometimes no end of trouble to transport a 
piano to a dance venue was undertaken as described in  

‘Then the Water Wheel Turned, a history of Lockington Victoria 1967’.  

 “There were many dances in those days in barns or woolsheds where we danced until 
morning to the music of violin, accordion and sometimes a piano … No obstacles were let come 
in the way of our fun in those days. The McIntyre boys would bring along the piano for dances in 
Rankin’s barn. The instrument was conveyed in a four-wheel carry-all, horse drawn of course, 
then loaded again for the trip home after the dance. Everyone would lend a hand, and nobody 
worried about getting home in the early hours of the morning.” 

   

                                                                             Dance Scene 1908, the Schottische 



It is over this period from the 1880s to the 1930s and even later, that a type of folk process 
occurred as the dances evolved from the more courtly style of the earlier 19thC and during 
periods of revival, memory and adaptation to changes of fashion and music. These are probably 
very gradual through several generations, but basically what had arrived as the formal ball-room 
dances from the old country, soon had the frills knocked off like rounding pebbles in a stream 
and had basically, in the bush at any rate, become the folk dances and music of Australia. 

Now in the towns, although old time dancing was revived in this period under discussion, there 
were some basic differences and some growing differences to that which survived in the bush. 
The bands, actually called ‘orchestras’ were often three-piece and generally made up of piano, 
violin and slide trombone. Drums were gradually incorporated as they became available and 
could be afforded. In the larger town and cities the dance orchestras could include a number of 
more players and generally by the 30s using orchestration in parts published by firms such as 
Allan’s (Melbourne, Adelaide, Bendigo) and Alberts (Sydney). These were available from any 
good music shop. The programmes catered for the modern as well as the old, so Foxtrots, 
Quicksteps (or the old One Step) and the new Modern or Jazz Waltz would be included 
intermingled between the old Waltz, the ‘Polkas’, Schottische and Highland Schottische, Two 
Step and the various sets (quadrilles) mentioned at the beginning.  Also there was a better chance 
of inclusion of several of the sequence dances holding over from the Edwardian period and 
beyond, such as the Veleta Waltz, Boston Two Step and Maxina. The ‘polkas’ alluded to, in a 
medley generally, were the Varsoviana, Polka Mazurka, Highland Schottische and Polka, named 
because of the hopping steps, although technically, only the Polka is a Polka, to polka music. 
They had been bundled together into the space of one dance of several encores to make way for 
both the modern and newer ‘old time sequence’ dances. 

A problem for the ballroom dance professionals with the old time dance revival was the  
perceived threat of loss of revenue. The assemblies and dancing masters of the older Colonial 
period had either retired, closed shop or passed away. The modern dance teachers skilled in 
teaching the Foxtrot, Tango, Quickstep and Modern Waltz had to come up with something to 
maintain interest in ballroom dancing or perhaps also follow the old brigade in extinction, sooner 
rather than later. There was no market for these teachers in the old dances as the traditional old 
time dances were now being handed on from parent to child and more so grandparent to 
grandchild and the modern teachers didn’t really know the old dances anyway much less having 
any interest in them. 

Exhibition dancing in new styles under a perceived ‘old time’ banner is something the ballroom 
professionals seized upon. New sequence dances following the pattern set by the Edwardian 
dances, but using the parallel footwork of slows with heel leads and quicks on the toes taken 
from the Foxtrot and Modern Waltz introduced a whole graft of new dances under an ‘old-time 
cloak’. The Modern Waltz was contrasted by the ‘Circular Waltz’ or Old-time Waltz, in a 
manner in which it had never previously been danced. The Circular Waltz as a prerequisite for 



the end of sequence of most ‘old time’ dances found itself the centre of ‘waltzing competitions’ 
in the country town circuits as well as in the cities. Newly introduced sequence dances followed 
such as Canadian Barn Dance (Canberra Two Step), Canadian Three Step, Pride of Erin, Parma 
Waltz, Dorothea Waltz, Gypsy Tap, Tangoette and several others.  One by one they made their 
debut and were introduced at the country old time dances by visiting city professional teachers. 
The ballroom dance fraternity had created what they desired and gained enormous attention and 
patronage with the ‘new old time dances’. 

The ‘old guard’ complained and created sufficient attention to a ‘con job’, causing the term 
‘modernised old time’ being introduced for these dances. Not a very good term really. Harry 
McQueen of Castlemaine related to me that modernised old time was what it was called, that the 
Parma Waltz and Pride of Erin arrived in his district about 1932 and that old Bill McGlashan 
refused to play for these dances including the Maxina, they were new, not old-time. Bill would 
however play for one 'One Step' in a programme and the tune was ‘My Picador’. 

The Ballroom fraternity were quick to move away from the ‘modernised old time’ term and by 
the middle 1930s a contemporary term ‘New Vogue’, said to have been coined at the Stardust 
Ballroom in Brisbane came into being. Ballroom dance journals of this period list dances such as 
the Venetian Schottische, Viola Waltz, Charmaine etc. under the New Vogue title as well as 
Pride of Erin, Gypsy Tap and Parma Waltz that anyone today would consider old-time. Mind 
when I trained in these well-known dances for medals in the late 1970s they were definitely 
listed as New Vogue by the Ballroom Dance professionals and I have my papers to prove it. Also 
you’ll still find them listed as New Vogue under the ‘dance sport’ selection by the Ballroom 
Dance acadamies.  

Following are some newspaper accounts that highlight the more traditional old time aspect and 
the newer Edwardian dances that first find mention. Some are possibly radio broadcast dances. 
The New Vogue dances will be covered in the next article. 

The Register News-Pictorial (Adelaide) Thurs. 5th Dec. 1929 

THE Old-Time Dance nights still appeal to South Australian listeners, and on Wednesday night, 
another night's programme will be devoted to "oldtimers".  Old-time choruses will be given by 
the Madrigal singers and other artists, who will contribute items will be Dave Howard 
(comedian), Phyllis Everett (soprano), and Linda Wald (soprano). Music will be supplied for 
marine fourstep, barn dance, lancers, broom dance, polka and schottische. 

Cairns Post Sat. 17th Aug. 1929 Old Time Dancing Lessons Trocadero, Next Tuesday 

The Trocadero announces next Tuesday as the first of a series of learners' nights with tuition of 
all the good old time favourites by Mr. T. P. Smith. Besides the novice learners those who can 
already do most of the old time dances will be interested in the return of the Boston and Military 



Two Steps, Maxina, also the Doris, Veleta, La Rinka and Argentine Waltzes which Mr. Smith 
intends teaching as time permits. Those wishing to learn the old time dances should not fail to 
come along to the first night, when the first steps in the various dances will be explained. 

The Register Adelaide 13th March 1926 AT MORGAN. 

An old time dance was arranged by Mr. L Butcher in the Morgan Institute on Tuesday evening 
March 9, and all those who loved the 'old times' dances were invited to be present. Quite a 
number availed themselves of the invitation, and thoroughly enjoyed the schottische, mazurka, 
varsoviana, polka, barn dance, military two step, lancers, and alberts. The music was performed 
by Mrs. Martin, and Mr. L. Kitechke, to carry out the spirit of the evening, played most of the 
'old timers' on the accordeon, Mr. Batcher acting as  M.C.  

Portland Guardian (Vic.) Thurs. 7th Nov. 1929 Where are the Old-Time Players ? To the 
Editor, "Portland Guardian."  

Sir,-With all due respect and appreciation of the excellent music so generously supplied at the 
old time dance on the 30th ult., one is prompted to ask, "Where are all the old-time players ?" In 
the old days such a thing as an orchestra was never dreamt of - an accordeon, concertina, or 
fiddle in the hands of a competent player left nothing to be desired, whilst to listen to the lilting 
strains of such waltzes as "After the Ball," "Only a Leaf," or "A Starry Night for a Ramble," was 
a treat to dancers--and non-dancers alike. The long floor echoing under the dancers' feet-up and 
down, swing in the centre, hands across; the pace was always a good one when the Royal Irish 
(the supper dance') was played by an old violinist, the bow drawn lovingly across the strings and 
swinging into the Irish dance, with the common old tune with the little gay lilt to it that grips the 
heart and makes the feet beat time, and has the power to wake old memories across the years. 
Where, too were the old-time favorites--the "Varsoviana," "Caledonians," "Circassian Circle," 
"Sir Roger de Coverley," "Polka Mazurka," and the 'Three Hop Polka?"  At the old-time dance in 
Hamilton, on the occasion of their "Back-to" several years ago, all the old-time players were 
requisitioned, creating a truly old-time atmosphere and conjuring up many happy memories. If 
the committee of the Back to Portland could see their way to obtain an old-time player, they 
would be rewarded by the appreciation and enjoyment of all their patrons and lovers of the good 
old tunes. The writer knows of one accordeon player in Heywood and another in Hamilton, 
either of whom could probably be induced to come to Portland and play for the old-time dance 
during gala week. What are the views on the subject of other "old-timers ?" Thanking you Sir, 
for space in your columns. -- I am, etc., LOVER OF THE OLD TUNES  

Portland Guardian Mon. 18th Nov. 1929 BACK TO PORTLAND. THE OLD TIME 
DANCE.  

To one arriving about 9 o'clock at the - Free Library Hall on Friday night, it seemed that a busy 
time was in progress. People were entering and emerging from the main gateway like a hive of 
bees hard at work, but when one did manage to get a glimpse into the hall itself after a deal of 



pushing and squirming at the entrance to the doorway, the scene that met the eye was astounding. 
The warm air from the room escaping through the doorway was like a blast from a furnace, and 
all one could see was a crowd of both sexes standing across the hall and for as far down the 
building as one could see. How the dancers managed to manoeuvre through the upright throng it 
is hard to understand, but everyone appeared to be quite at home, and the dance went on. At a 
certain point, however, the congestion became so great that the Odd fellows' Hall had to be 
resorted to, and the "overflow," with a good number of others already in the hall, made their way 
to the latter building, and eventually this was announced as full, too. Never has Portland seen 
such an array of dancers of all ages, and each one enjoyed themselves to the possible limit. Mr. 
C. Pitts, as M.C., kept them busy, and as the music ceased, for one dance, the next was called, so 
that no time was lost between the items. Old time dances were the rule of the evening, and many 
of the younger members of the crowd were astonished at the agility and beautiful rhythm of such 
unusual dances (for these days) as the "Varsoviana," the "Polka Mazurka," "Three-Hop Polka," 
and others of like character. To show their pleasure at the return of these old favorites, dozens of 
the visitors present monopolised the floor, and once again the young fry were surprised at the 
dexterity and skill of the older folk. As the evening wore on, many of the former essayed the task 
of "picking-up" the steps of the dances, with some degree of success. Supper came as a welcome 
interlude to the strenuous amusement about 11 o'clock, and many then retired for a well earned 
rest, but the great majority "stuck it" till midnight, when they gradually began to depart in two 
and threes. To those who were left, however, came the best part of the evening, for there was 
then more room for dancing, and they let themselves go till after 1 o'clock, when the old favorite, 
the "Royal Irish" brought a most memorable evening to a close. Excellent old-time tunes were 
played in keeping with the dances, and several well-known local land district performers had a 
hand in this department.  

 


