East Suffolk Morris Men  - circa 1958

In 1958 a new side - the East Suffolk Morris Men, was born out of the Ipswich Morris Men, and who were joined by members of the thriving Ipswich Folk Dance Club. Their first show was at Baylam Village Hall that year. As can be seen from the display in the early days ESMM and the Ipswich Folk Dance Club often performed jointly at events. Although a few members of the side attended Morris Ring events in 1958 and 1959 the new side did not receive formal acceptance into The Morris Ring until 1966.

The side has gone from strength to strength and over the past 50 years and has had over 160 members.

Currently we have circa 34 members and we mainly dance the Cotswold traditions of English Morris Dance. This tradition includes dances from villages in Oxfordshire, Gloucestershire, Northamptonshire, and Staffordshire.

We also perform ‘ rapper ‘ sword dancing which emanates from coal mines of the North East region of England. During the winter season the side performs ‘Border’ dances from the Welsh Border area .

Wrapped around our Morris Dancing we have a number of related activities. On our club nights around the Suffolk pubs, you will hear us sing and play traditional songs and tunes. Several of the side play in Ceilidh / Folk Dance Bands and have solo musical activities. 

Occasionally we will perform traditional mummers plays and organise ritual events around country calendar events such as Plough Monday and Wassailing.

We practice on Monday night throughout the winter and our season proper begins on 1St May at dawn – the time when Morris sides perform right across the country. Throughout the summer we dance on a Monday mainly at country pubs but we can often be seen dancing at village fetes and other social events. We enjoy extensive contacts, who provide us with many opportunities to dance throughout the UK and abroad. In all, we average about 50/60 public performances in the UK each year and several more abroad. The list of countries visited is extensive and includes France, Germany, Belgium, Holland, Italy, Portugal, Spain, Lithuania, Czech Republic, Pakistan, Taiwan, Jordan and U.S.A.

Members of the side also form the backbone of Chameleonic Morris Men, a group formed by dancers from all parts of the country, which concentrates performances in other parts of the world. Countries visited have included Israel, China, Romania, Poland and Estonia.  

Our Costume

The costumes, both Cotswold and Welsh Border, worn by the side are on display 

The Cotswold Costume

The existing Cotswold costume comprises white shirt and   trousers ( although in its early days the side wore black breeches – a form of shortened trousers ) and a blue waistcoat decorated with and red & yellow trimmings. 

A blue cumberband is worn around the waist and a red neckerchief.  The traditional morris men bells are worn on the legs.

Many of the men will wear floral decorated hats of various design according to individual taste.

The waistcoat is embroidered with the "ship". The "ship" emblem has strong East Suffolk connections associated with St Felix of Dunwich and the coat-of-arms of Felixstowe and Ipswich. 

The Winter Welsh Border Costume
In Winter, we adopt a warmer costume of tattered coats to dance the (Welsh) Border Dances. There has been much recent public debate about the tradition of blackening of the faces of the men. This long tradition began when poor working labourers "blacked " their faces to "disguise" them selves because their employers were not keen on their men dancing in public and begging for money. Morris sides across the country follow this tradition – in Leicester the men faces are painted red whilst in parts of the fens a multitude of colours are employed.
The rapper sword costume

The rapper sword costume is far less ornamental – black trousers, white shirt and a neckerchief – hats are not worn as they would soon be spliced up by the swords!
We endeavour to pro-actively keep the tradition of Morris Dancing alive in Suffolk and we are regularly engaged at Suffolk Fetes and Civic events. If you wish to book the side for an event contact can be made via our bagman on……………. or by e mail to ……………….
