
DON CHAPMAN on the Wheatley lads who battled on 

The war dance Morris 
men go over the top

 
MORRIS on the Somme tells le 
story of six Morris dancers from the 
fictional Oxfordshire village of 
Rowscott, who enlisted together to 
fight in le First World War. 

But as everyone in Wheatley knows, 
the play — to be broadcast on Radio 
4 at 2.02pm tomorrow — is actually 
about them! 

It is the work of former. Wheatley 
playwright and village impresario 
Mick Jones. It features the additional 
dances of the Wheatley Morris Men 
and the Wheatley actor, Ian Targett, 
plays the jading role of Harry Jarvis. 

Mick, who now teaches deaf children 
in Derbyshire, devised three highly 
successful community plays for 
Wheatley while he was working as a 
painter and decorator there. 

“It all started in 1979,” he recalls, 
“when I went to the Nationa1 Theatre 
to see Keith Dewhurst’s adaptation of 
Lark Rise to Candleford. 

Victorian imes 

“As a folk enthusiast I thought I 
would be the sort of show to appeal 
to me. I didn’t expect it to change my 
life. ” 

In a characteristic flush of 
enthusiasm he decided to do for the 
South Oxfordshire village of 
Wheatley what the Victorian writer 
Flora Thompson and Lark Rise had 
done for the North Oxfordshire 
hamlet of Juniper Hill. 

The first play, Wheatley 1870, 
resented a picture of the village a 
Victorian times. The second, The 
Soldiers Have Taken Our Horses 
Away, depicted it during the First 
World War. 

The third, Wheatleyshire, took a 
journey back to the future in that 
highly plausible Wheatley time 
machine, the hexagonal village lock-
up. 

All three featured the Wheatley 
Morris Men, a famous side with its 
own dances until it fizzled out 
towards the end of the 19th century, 
which Mick played a key role in 
reviving in 1975. 

So three years ago, when he 
decided to write a play about six 
young soldiers who go over the top 
on July 1, 1916 — the first day of the 

notorious First World War blood-
bath, the Battle of the Somme — he 
says it was natural he should make 
them Morris men. 

With foolhardy bravery they cry as 
they launch their attack: “We’re 
going to dance the Morris on the 
Somme.” 

Sound of the dances 

He intended it as a stage play, but 
no-one took it up and he feared it 
might never see the light of day until 
earlier this year director Nigel Bryant 
asked him if he would adapt it for 
radio. 

Mick suggested Wheatley stage, 
television and radio actor, Ian 
Targett, who recently turned down 
the role of the new curate 

in Emmerdale for fear of becoming 
typecast, for the central character, 
Harry Jarvis, and Wheatley Morris 
Men to supply the sound of the 
dances. 

“It was a pleasure to be asked,” 
says Wheatley Morris man Gareth 
Morris. “Mick was a founder 
member of the present side. At 
various times he was squire, foreman, 
musician — he played pipe and tabor 
— and also had a lot to do with our 
boys’ and girls' sides. 

Specially for play 
“We went up to Pebble Mill to do 

the recording one day in July. We 
danced in the car-park and we danced 
in the studio. Most of the dances 
came from the Wheatley tradition: 
Shepherd’s Hey; Oh Dear, What Can 
the Matter Be; Constant Billy. 

“But there was one Mick had made 
up specially for the play. That was 
called Shooting ...” Tune in to Radio 
Four and you can hear the fate of 
Wheatley’s — sorry Rowscott’s — 
brave young Morris men. 

 

 

Lite  

Wheatley Morris Men step out in style during the recent 
Wheatley Harvest Week celebrations 

Mick Jones pictured in 1975, 
the year the Wheatley side 

was revived 


