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Welcome to Wales, our feature this issue. Pat 
searched the internet, learned a little Welsh, and 
included links for you to follow in the first article. 
Betchen recounts her youthful experience in her 
article on costumes. Jill writes of her visit with Jay, 
and they include syllabus for a Welsh dance. Gloria 
Harrisô article from 1979 is in Ethnic Food. 

Find out what is and isnôt happening in Calendar 
and On the Scene. 

Read about what your colleagues are saying in 
Poetry Corner and Dancers Speak. 

Information is available as usual in Clubs Directory. 

Be safe and hope for better times! 

Pat Cross and Don Krotser 
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The Corner  

UNITED SQUARE DANCERS INSURANCE 
PROGRAM  

Our insurance is for accident medical benefits and 
liability. The accident medical benefit does not cover 
viruses and the liability benefit protects the club and 
its officers from lawsuits. 

Our insurance companyôs lawyers handle all 
lawsuits for the clubs. The clubs do not have to be 
involved. Even though viruses are not covered by 
our insurance any lawsuit against the club for a virus 
would still be handled by the insurance company. 
Some have suggested having dancers sign a waiver 
when they attend a dance. You have insurance to 
cover lawsuits. Is signing a waiver really going to 
keep some people from suing the club? 

There has been no word from the insurance 
company about the fee for 2021 nor if they will credit 
2021 with 2020 premiums or issue refunds. 

 

Answers to Your Insurance Questions  

Will our insurance cover dancers who have 
contracted the COVID-19 virus?  

No. Our insurance is for medical benefits 
associated with an accident at any regularly 
scheduled and sponsored activity. The 
USDA insurance has never covered any 
type of virus. 

If our state has said no public gatherings will our 
insurance cover our dances?  

No. If your state says no public gatherings 
and your club meets then the law has been 
broken and there is no coverage. If your 
state is opened up for public gatherings and 
allowing groups to gather and the clubs are 
following CDC guidelines, then your club 
would be covered. 

If someone sues?  

When a dancer sues the club and/or club 
officers, that dancer will have to complete a 
claim. The claim will be submitted to the 
insurance company. The insurance 
company will then be in charge of the claim. 
NO LONGER will the club have any 
involvement with the lawsuit. The insurance 
company and their team of lawyers will 
handle it.  

Continued on page 17. 
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Wъѕюќ 

Croeso I Cymru ï welcome to Wales, a small country nestled to the 
west of England and looking out on the Irish Sea to the north and west. 
Its south coast runs along the Bristol Channel. With a total area of 
about 8000 square miles, it is about 1/20th of the size of California. Its 
total length from north to south is about 170 miles at the most and it 
has over 1600 miles of coastline compared to Californiaôs slightly more 
than 800 miles. 

Henry VIII attempted to fully incorporate Wales into the kingdom of 
England in the 16th century when he passed the Laws in Wales Act, 
giving England authority over Wales. That began a long period of 
attempting to eradicate Welsh culture and language. An effort that was 
almost successful. 

 

THE LANGUAGE 

Direct action bought the Welsh language back from the brink of 
dying. A 1962 radio broadcast, Tynged Yr Iaith (The Fate of the Welsh 
Language) prompted the establishment of Cymdeithas Yr Iaith 
Cymraig (The Welsh Language Society). It wasnôt until 1992 that the Welsh Language Bill was passed giving 
Welsh equal status with English. 

It is believed that at the beginning of the 20th century about half the 
population of Wales spoke Welsh. That percentage dwindled to 
about 20% by the end of the century. But present-day data sampling 
suggests the number has grown to 29%. The Welsh government 
plan is to have one million Welsh language speakers by 2050. 
(Wales has a population of a little more than 3 million.) There has 
been an increase in children going to Welsh-medium schools 
(instruction given in Welsh only) since 1980 and a decrease in those 
going to Welsh bilingual and dual-medium schools. The Welsh 
Government's current target is to increase the proportion of each 
school year group receiving Welsh-medium education to 30 per cent 
by 2031, and then 40 per cent by 2050. 

The popular language app Duolingo added Welsh to its program in 
2018 and 1.2 million people have accessed it since that time. Today 
you can watch tv, listen to the radio, read the newspaper, or attend 
the theatre and hear only Welsh. 

The Welsh language is one of the unique hallmarks of Wales. Jokes are made about the lack of vowels and 
the difficulty of pronunciation. The joke is on us non-Welsh speakers; instead of the five vowels available to 
English speakers, Welsh has seven vowels, designated by ï a, e, i, o, u, w, y. The alphabet has 29 letters, 
missing some letters familiar to English speakers- k, q, v, x, z; but adding eight digraph letters: ch, dd, ff, ng, ll, 
ph, rh, th. 

 

THE MUSIC 

Singing is a significant part of Welsh national identity, and the country is 
traditionally referred to as "the land of song". Song, both religious and secular, 
has been used as a primary form of communication. 

One religious use of song, The Plygain Service, takes place on Christmas day, 
traditionally from 3 to 6 a.m. Members of the congregation take turns singing 
Welsh carols. The singing is always a cappella, and the groupôs size varies.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Welsh-medium_education


 5 August 2020 

 

The harp is generally considered to be the national instrument of 
Wales. The manuscript of a Welshman, Robert ap Huw, is the 
earliest surviving manuscript of harp music in European music. 
Much of it is still performed today. See https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=_QfxPhyHEP4 for a performance of Caniad y Gwynn 
Bibydd (The Song of the White Piper). 

The harp that came to be known as the Welsh Harp originated in 
16th century Italy as the Triple Harp. Brought to the British Isles in 
the 17th century, it was adopted by Welsh harpists living in London 
and became so popular the name Triple Harp was replaced by the 
name Welsh Harp. In the early part of the 20th century the triple 
harp began to be replaced by the pedal harp. But thanks to Nansi 
Richards (1888 ï 1979), the playing style and instrument have not 
been lost. You can hear her at https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=9Dcwa33bxS0 

Not only a solo instrument, the harp is also a part of the Welsh 
tradition of Cerdd Dant (string music). Cerdd Dant is a harp/vocal 
duet in which the singer improvises a counter melody over the harp melody. Competitions are still a major 
element of the National Eisteddfod (a festival of Welsh literature, music and performance). See https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=nqVZOc9RK8Q 

Many of Walesô traditional dance reels have survived thanks to the work of people like Lady LLanover in the 
19th century. While the music is very similar to traditional Irish and Scottish tunes, the Welsh tunes are ñshy, 
delicate and timid. Fairy music.ò (www.monsangelorum.net/) 

 

THE DANCE 

Folk dance in Wales has three distinct forms, each with its own history and place in social life. Set dancing 
for couples, Morris dance with two different traditions and clog or step dancing comprise the current traditional 
dance scene. 

Welsh clogging 

Clog/step dancing along with harp playing is an unbroken Welsh 
tradition. Danced by working class farmers and miners, clog dancing 
is done in wooden-soled shoes. The different parts of the foot are 
used to create sound to a rhythm. The dance includes improvisation 
and can feature, especially at the end, lots of tricks. New tricks are 
constantly being developed and exhibited at the many Eisteddfod 
competitions. You might see handkerchief jumps, broom jumps, 
snuffing out a candle flame with the dancer's feet, 'toby stepping' - 
similar to Cossack dancing - and high leaps into the air. Also as a 
tribute to its roots, the dancers may dance on a piece of slate. For 
an example of this see https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=2ybit12kKLw Trystan Wrecsam 2011 

A Welsh solo clog dancer extinguishing a candle using the 
sole edges of his clogs at the National Urdd Eisteddfod in 
Eryri, 2012.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_ap_Huw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_QfxPhyHEP4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_QfxPhyHEP4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9Dcwa33bxS0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9Dcwa33bxS0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nqVZOc9RK8Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nqVZOc9RK8Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2ybit12kKLw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2ybit12kKLw
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Set Dancing 

This tradition of Welsh folk dancing almost disappeared about 100 years ago after almost 200 hundred 
years of disapproval by the Nonconformist way of life. Although not the only cause of the decline of dance, it 
played a major role. Dancing was considered so corrupt that it was first in the list of twelve sins compiled by 
Rhys Prydderch (Gems of Wisdom, 1714). Dancing was more evil than cockfighting, usury, or marrying 
children. Small wonder that the early 1900s were a reckoning point as dance was in need of a savior. 

Lois Blake, an Englishwoman who moved to Wales (Denbighshire) in the 1930s, is credited with the rescue 
of set dancing. Following the example of Cecil Sharp in England, she produced instructive pamphlets with 
steps and music, allowing long-forgotten dances, such as Lord of Caernarvon's Jig of 1652, the Llangadfan 
set of 1790 and the Llanover Reel, to be at last found and reprinted.  

The Welsh Folk Dancing Society was established in 1949 and soon a new enthusiasm, strengthened by the 
introduction of folk dance onto the National Eisteddfod stage and the local Twmpaths (barn dances) of the 
1950s and 60s, cemented the new respect for the dance tradition. 

Though quite similar to Scottish set dances, the Welsh sets do not emphasize the foot work as the Scots do. 
You can also see unfamiliar patterns and unusual steps. See: https://
musicworkshopcompany.wordpress.com/2019/02/18/welsh-dance-a-living-tradition/ 

 

Morris Dance 

There are two traditions of Morris dance still done in 
Wales. The Nantgarw style is named for a small 
village near Cardiff. This style is found in the South 
and Valleys regions. There are 5 dances in this 
tradition, including both stick and handkerchief 
dances. Each dance consists of 8 dancers. 

Border Morris is a collection of dances from English 
villages on the England/Wales border. The number 
of dancers can vary from 3 to 12.  

For a taste of Morris dance see https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=a_8lna3XXwg for a 
Nantgarw dance or https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=fniZzaViEZc for the Border Style. 

 

The story of Cymru (Wales) is one that has been 
occurring through out civilized time and in all corners 
of the world. One society attempts to erase anotherôs 
culture and traditions. We canôt know how many 
times this has been successful. We can know that 
when it is not, itôs often due to the passion and 
dedication of an individual. Thanks to those souls the 
world is a richer and more diverse place. 

I hope that some day soon weôll meet again at a 
twmpath, until then hwyl. 

Pat Cross 

The Cardiff Morris mascot, Idris, leads them in a Morris Dance from the Nantgarw tradition By 
Tabulabells - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=16464802 

https://musicworkshopcompany.wordpress.com/2019/02/18/welsh-dance-a-living-tradition/
https://musicworkshopcompany.wordpress.com/2019/02/18/welsh-dance-a-living-tradition/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a_8lna3XXwg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a_8lna3XXwg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fniZzaViEZc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fniZzaViEZc
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cardiff
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mascot
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nantgarw
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Cјќѝўію Cјћїюћ 

Wales 

Women wearing top-hats??  This trait of the Welsh national costume is so unusual that itôs the one thing that 
people remember about it.  But that custom is not particularly old.  

In the 18th century, travelers to Wales reported that what rural 
women wore was only a bit different from what English women 
woreðpresumably similar to the sort of skirt and bodice over a 
linen foundation garment that was used by then over much of 
Western Europe.  What today is considered the Welsh National 
Costume (Photo 1) seems to have sprung up between 1830 and 
1840 in response to a rising sense of Welsh nationalism.  It was 
fostered in part by a member of the gentry, Augusta Hall, later 
called Lady Llanover, who worked to record and save some of the 
older Welsh traditions, although she and her friends wore versions 
of the costume made of satin, not wool!  And wool was centrally 
important to the nationalist movement, since it was a major product 
of Wales. 

The main garment of the emerging 
costume was a front-opening dress, the 
betgwn (or becwn), based on a type of 
gown prevalent in the 17th and 18th 
centuries that seems to have lasted longer 
in rural Wales than elsewhere.  Made of 
locally woven dark wool, it had long skirts 
sewn on at the waist to a scoop-fronted 
bodice with elbow-length sleeves.  The 
bodice was held closed in front by hooks or 
pins, but if the woman were very poor, she 

might use thorns for the task; and if the front scooped 
very low, for modesty she wrapped a kerchief around 
her neck and tucked the ends into the front of the 
bodice, for there was no chemise or blouse 
underneath.  The open-fronted skirt, which hung from 
the bodice, sported big box pleats in the center back 
(decorated with two large buttons) for extra 
roominess (Photo 2).  Underneath that she 
wore a linen or cotton petticoat, a pais 
(Photo 3), and over this paisðif she could 
afford itðperhaps a second skirt of red 
flannel, which fabric was thought to ward 
off ills, or one of the same material as the betgwn (so that the outfit looked 
like all one dress).  Thus girt, the women would often tuck the flapping front 
corners of the betgwn up in back when hard at work.  The betgwn itself might 

be of any darkish colors, since the wool was dyed with 
whatever natural dyes were available locally and woven up in 
stripes, checks, or even plaids.  For added warmth or for 
festive days, the woman might tie fancy false sleeves to the 
lower part of her arms (see Photo 3).  A big shawl, the 
corners pinned in front, also added warmth, but a really huge 
shawl, known as the nursing shawl (siol fagu), was used to 

 

Photo 1: Welsh national costume: 3 
typical examples. 

Photo 2: Open-fronted betgwn 
from back, showing big box 
pleats with two buttons at waist.  
Pembrokeshire (SW Wales), ca. 
1830. 

Photo 3: This girl from Gwent, ca. 1830, has 
tied the front corners of her blue betgwn back 
out of her way, showing a large tan underskirt 
or pais.  Note too, her white lacy mob-cap, her 
black lace half-sleeves running elbow to 
knuckles, and her small shawl hanging down 
in a point in back. 
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envelop and tie the baby to the motherôs torso so she could have her arms free to work. 

Across the front of her skirts she wore a large apron, or ffedog, also usually of wool with vertical stripes, but 
often with further decoration.  And underneath this was tied the womanôs ñace in the holeò, as it were: a large 
cotton or woolen pocket in which she could keep all sorts of things unobserved.  In pictures we now see the 
women wearing knitted stockings and black leather shoes with silver buckles, but those were for the wealthy.  

Photo 4: Old undated photo of four pairs of teenagers 
from a dance group.  The girls have shortened their 
skirts, but otherwise the costume is the sameð
including the frilly white mob-caps.  The boys wear the 
typical knee pants and button-down vests over long-
sleeved shirts with a neck-cloth. 

Photo 5: A print published by R. Griffith in 1851 showing various apparel worn to market-day.  Note particu-
larly the enormous hood on the black cape of the second woman, made large enough to go right over her 
top-hat.  One can also see that top-hats from different villages were not all the same height, and that males 
wore them too (the boy in front, and the man far right with one in his hand).  Two of the women wear the 
sort of red pais thought to ward off ills, while another wears a particularly large shawl, folded in the usual 
manner.  The woman on the left wears wooden clogs, whereas the fourth woman wears soleless stockings 
hitched to the big toe. 
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Many rural women wore wooden clogs, or only soleless stockings (which at least keep your legs warm), or 
simply went barefoot. 

And finally the headgear.  Over their hair women always wore a white cotton or linen mob-cap, which they 
delighted in ornamenting with white ruffles, ribbons, or lace, even creating long frilly lappets that hung down 
their cheeks (Photos 3, 4).  Any hats worn outdoors, including ones of straw or wool, went on over this cap.  It 
was not until around 1830, however, that we find reports of women donning the now-famous tall and tapered 

black top-hat of beaver fur.  No one seems to agree 
on its origin, but by 1840 its picturesque quality made 
it attractive to the growing nationalists as a way of 
distinguishing the women of Wales from the rest of 
Europe.  Its height also made it necessary for the 
hoods of the black winter capes to be made so 
enormous that they would fit over the top-hats! 
(Photo 5) 

Menôs costumes (Photos 4-6) were very similar to 
those worn in England: knee breeches over woolen 
stockings, a brightly colored vest over a long-sleeved 
shirt, a long-sleeved woolen jacket (usually blue, 
grey, or black), a neck-cloth, a black felt hat, and 
black shoes. 

By now, most of our evidence comes from old prints 
and drawings, some of which were commissioned by 
Lady Llanover in her attempts to record and preserve 
fast-disappearing Welsh traditions, although her 
prints of the 1830s were not widely circulated and 
basically disappeared until rediscovered around 
1950.  If youôve ever been exposed to Welsh place 
names, you will have noticed that many of them, like 
Llanover, begin with the syllable llan (pronounced 
roughly hlan).  The word refers to a Christian parish, 
andðsince parishes were often named after saintsð
it could be taken as meaning also ñsaintò or ñholyò.  
The most famous of these names is said to be the 

longest place name in the world.  When I was 12, we took the ferry from Ireland over to northern Wales to 
catch a train south.  My sister and I, new to travel, were practically hanging out the train window watching the 
countryside, when a gentleman caught our attention and told us to look out the left side of the car to see the 
station sign of the next village as we roared past.  Since each letter was a meter high and almost as wide, it 
took seemingly forever just to go by all 57 of them!  It reads 
Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgogerychwyrndrobwllllantysiliogogogoch, which means ñ"St Mary's church in the hollow of 
the white hazel near to the fierce whirlpool of St. Tysilio of the red cave".  He spent the rest of the trip teaching 
us how to say it (and I still can)ðbut the locals refer to it simply as LlanfairPG! 

Elizabeth Wayland Barber 

Photo 6: The Welsh national costume as typically 
worn today for festivals.  Black and other very dark 
colors predominate, with white and red most common 
for accents. 


