STRICTLY COME DANCING

The scene: a country pub, deep in the Cotswolds, on a gloomy June evening.  The place: the Falkland Arms, Great Tew, near Banbury.  The event: a “media opportunity”.  The cast: the Oxford Morris Men, three German bikers, assorted television technical and production staff, the village transvestite, and - John Sargent.

To be fair to John Sargent, he had not decided to crown his ballroom dancing prowess with a stab at English Morris Dancing.  We were there merely as “local colour”.  No, the plot was as follows: John Sargent, in a natty light blue suit, open-necked shirt and panama hat, had gone to the Isle of Man for the TT races, and met up with three German bikers, riding vintage bikes (all black) and wearing leathers (also, all black).  For some reason (we weren’t briefed on this bit) he’d offered to show them round rural England – you might just catch the film in September, if it’s approved for screening – and on an evening in early June he’d brought his victims to Great Tew.

There’s a big country house in the village, a number of estate workers’ hovels, a church and a pub (all built out of local dark yellow stone) and nothing else.  It’s in a steep leafy valley on the road to nowhere in particular, and is therefore deeply rural – just what John Sargent needed.  And the Falkland Arms has a wide selection of real ales, as well as reasonable food, so that was very much to our taste.

We were advised to arrive by 8.00 p.m. for an 8.30 shoot.  I’ve done these “media opportunities” before, so I didn’t feel the need to be very early, which was just as well, because John Sargent and friends were still up at the great house, or the church or somewhere.  The first thing to establish was the fee.  The production unit had set up a £100 tab for the dancers at the bar, so that was a good start.  We gradually assembled, claimed our free pint and passed the time amiably.  Now and then a harassed member of the production team with radio phone passed by to find out where all the others were, and when the stars would finish at the church and get to the pub.  Organisation doesn’t go with “media”.

When enough of us had assembled we decided to do a warm up show, to the locals in the bar and the bar staff.  By now some 13 dancers or musicians had arrived, and were beginning to impact on the £100 tab.


And it was beginning to rain, seriously.  So the rest of the evening was spent inside the pub, even though the script required us to be dancing in the village street, to the amazement and delight of the three German bikers.  John Sargent was supposed to say “ Oh you see this sort of thing all over England, just ordinary working chaps enjoying themselves after a hard day in the fields” or some such nonsense.  Instead he had to improvise a different story.

They didn’t turn up until about 9.30, by which time we’d rested from our practice, had another pint, and were now being drilled by the production team in where to be, what to do, and, oh!, would we very much mind just doing the one dance, because they would have to film it several times, and edit it all together.  I’d decided to be a musician, on the penny whistle, and the chaps chose a dance whose tune I wasn’t very familiar  with – but after about twelve repeats, both practice, and for real, I really got to know it quite well.

The inside of the Falkland Arms has a low, beamed ceiling, and china mugs hang along all the beams.  This was a hazard to dancers leaping high, and also to the sound engineer, with his long mike on a boom.  How we ended the evening without breakages is a mystery: we certainly tried!  Eventually John Sargent appeared at the door, and off we went.  “Oh my goodness, Morris Dancers, how splendid…!”  “Was ist das Moritzentanzen?” And so another myth is made – myth or myth-understanding!.  We just kept on going over and over the same routine, filmed from all angles, while plates of traditional English food were served to the bemused bikers.  It appeared that John Sargent had some German and they were filmed clinking their glasses and saying both “Cheers” and “Prosit”.  Finally the dancers had a rest (not before one had bumped his head on the low beams), and the poor musicians had to go through it all again.  

To regain sanity, we did a different dance to finish off.  And the village transvestite?  I looked up at one point and totally lost the tune, because across the bar was a big butch chap in fishnet tights, a short leather skirt, black leather boots and a frilly red blouse, drinking out of a barrel glass – well, it wouldn’t have been a straight glass, would it?  I think he was just an extra, a local chap.  As they say in Yorkshire, “nowt so queer as folk”.
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