The Story of Billy…..

the Suffolk Hobby Horse

The East Suffolk Morris Men Hobby Horse ‘Billy’ has proved to be the continuity link of Morris Dancing in the Suffolk area since 1934 when George Parsons made Billy for the Suffolk Morris Men at the famous  Summerhill School near Leiston.  

The earliest picture of the ‘horse’ on show in this exhibition shows  George Parsons performing at Aldburgh in 1934. 

This was followed by appearances at the Thaxted Ring Meeting – where the Suffolk Men danced  ‘Jockey to the Fair’.
With the onset of WWII it looks like Billy was put out to grass for he disappeared around 1939 but there was to be a miraculous return in the late 1950’s.
In 1958 East Suffolk Morris Men were performing at the Derby Morris Ring meeting when the side were approached by a member of the audience who announced that  he had the Suffolk Hobby horse in 

a sack in his loft .The horse, which apparently had travelled to Germany during the course of the war, was duly  presented back to the East Suffolk Men and ‘Billy’ has been with ESMM ever since. 
Other pictures in the exhibition show Des Herring wearing Billy in 1958 and on many occasions since. 
Billy is much travelled. One picture shows Billy in Jordan at the Jerash International Folk Festival where he met Queen Noor.

WHAT IS A HOBBY HORSE?
Across the world there can be found historic images and references to an allegory representing male sexual prowess - the Hobby Horse. We have pictures on display of  "Lajkonik" from Krakow in Poland.
The Hobby Horse character takes the form of a man-beast, the beast being a representation of the horse of which there are three types, the Tourney horse  ( Billy) which fits around the middle of the riders waist, the Mask  horse where the rider wears the head upon his shoulders, and the Mast  horse where the horse head is on the end of a stick with the rider hidden underneath a fabric coating. The role of the Hobby Horse with the Morris is twofold, firstly a symbol of virility in line with the fertility aspects of the dance, and secondly as a vehicle for communication with the audience - particularly children, where the horse speaks through the rider.

 How old is the Hobby Horse?

No-one really knows, but there are early pictorial references as shown in a section of the 16th Century Betley Window and a 17th Century painting - both of these illustrations showing a Tourney hobby horse.
	
	
	


 

 

