THE TOAST TO “THE IMMORTAL MEMORY”  -  THAXTED 2008

Gentlemen,

In proposing the toast to the Immortal Memory I am going to break with my own tradition; I have written this down because this is East Suffolk’s 50th year and so what I am going to say concerns the team and one man, and I want to make sure that I get the basic facts correct.
The Barne family has a long and illustrious history. Barne Inlet, Barne Glacier and the Barne Arms in Dunwich are all named after the family. Michael Barne was appointed by Scott to the Polar Expedition, and awarded a DSO in the First World War.

Ivo Barne, his son, grew up in Suffolk, and told how he travelled from Dunwich in a one-horse gig to the railway at Darsham en route to boarding school. By the 1950’s he had started to play the concertina, an instrument that was still popular in the remote time-warp that was Suffolk (despite getting a less than enthusiastic mention in the novel “Three Men and a Boat”), and he had moved to Barham. Perhaps the locals in Dunwich were also less than enthusiastic about the concertina.
Ivo’s next door neighbour in Barham was Des Herring, who had danced with various teams, but in 1958 was putting together East Suffolk Morris Men. Being short of a musician, and hearing Ivo playing the concertina in the garden one day, Des realised that he had found his musician. So often are great endeavours founded on the purest chance.

When Ivo moved to Felixstowe his large, old house became the practice venue for the new team, fuelled each week by Ivo’s home made beer. The whole brew had to be finished each week so that the bottles could be recycled ready for the next practice session. When the Side applied for admission to the Ring, the Squire of the day came to Ivo’s house to inspect the men. History doesn’t relate whether there was a special brewing for the occasion!

So began a particular routine in the lives of two men. Irvine Reid, a much respected doctor from Felixstowe, and a member of Cambridge Morris Men and London Pride Morris Men, had joined East Suffolk, and each week he would leave Bath Road in Felixstowe, collect Ivo in Trimley, and join the Monday evening tour. As Irvine often says, he went out more frequently with Ivo than he did with his wife!

Ivo had many interests and threw himself with great enthusiasm into them all. But he loved his Morris and when I joined the team he was a regular fixture playing alongside other musicians who, as is so often the case, came and went. Steve and John and Roland and Mike, and again, as is so often the case with musicians (my sincerest apologies if this does not apply to you or your team), when they fell out – Ivo was the calm at the centre of the storm. Indeed all those years before it was said that Scott highly rated the ability of Michael Barne to calm possible tensions, and it was clearly a family trait that was passed from generation to generation.
When Ivo’s wife died he still came to practice that week. He knew no other way than to be among the friends who he knew would support him through the troubled time. And afterwards it was the Morris that gave him the greatest pleasure.

One winter’s night in January 1988 Ivo went with a small East Suffolk party to the Woodside Ale. He enjoyed an excellent meal, danced an energetic version of Swaggering Boney with Hammersmith men, and stood in the penultimate dance, Getting Upstairs. During the final figure of the dance he sank slowly and gracefully to the ground and had left us. At our next practice we broke with tradition and finished the session by dancing Bonny Green Garters, the dance that Ivo hadn’t been able to dance. I know that many of the Sides present on that fateful night also joined in that tribute at their next practice sessions.
We danced in church at his funeral and afterwards went back to the old house in Trimley. His son told us that Ivo had left only one instruction for his wake – there should be quantities of beer for the men!
In a way there can be no greater tribute to Ivo than the comment made by Irvine. The down to earth doctor who has seen so much pain and suffering in his long career, who famously removed Ivor Allsop’s stitches on the steps of the Royal Shakespeare Theatre, and who waggled one of our men’s fingers and calmly said “it’s broken” as the man fainted at his feet, simply says of Ivo – I miss him. 
I believe Ivo danced and played for many reasons. Love of the tradition, possibly; love of things old and venerable, probably; a love of England, certainly; but above all, a love of his fellow man. When Alec Hunter proposed the toast to the Immortal Memory at the Inaugural Meeting of the Morris Ring he also mentioned specifically Sharp’s love and respect for humanity.
At that Inaugural Meeting the toast was “to the Immortal Memory of Cecil Sharp” in honour of the work that Sharp did to revive the dance. Over the years Sharp’s reputation has taken a bit of a battering, and possibly because of that I fear that the Toast has not always received the reverence that it deserves. You may want to say that d’Arcy Ferris, Percy Manning or Mary Neal had just as great an impact on the revival, but it has always been my way to draw attention to the work of the countless thousands of dancers who have kept the Morris alive on the streets. I much prefer to drink to their memory, and to the memory of a man like Ivo, who I knew and admired and respected. You might want to remember the great names of the recent Morris World – Lionel Bacon, Russell Wortley, Walter Abson and so many more – or men snatched untimely from us – Roy Yarnell, Richard Boswell, Jim Catterall again among many others. Without their love of the dance and music, and their work in keeping the dance alive on the streets, the collections of Sharp, Butterworth, Carey and all the others would become as dry as the worst ancient antiquarian collections.

Next Thursday East Suffolk will again dance at a funeral. Alan Tong died last week and will lie at Wrabness, near to Colin Fleming. As Alan played the concertina Colin will now have someone to play for him! He may not have had the length of Ivo’s attachment to East Suffolk, but he has become another of the many who demand our attention and great respect as we drink, keeping our own silence as is the custom, but with the names of our friends ringing in our ears, the toast To The Immortal Memory.  

Mike Garland, May 2008

