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FOREWORD

WATCHED A LITTLE 4-SET GROUP OF DANCERS in a small,
bright hall with interest, pleasure and a certain
amount of pride. They were school teachers and other
school-oriented people, gathered from all corners of our
metropolitan area. It was May and it was the last dance
in their third year of dancing together in this place and
under this ca r-teacher. When they first started, their
aim had been to try to reintroduce the American folk
and square dance into the Junior and Senior High Schools
of the area. They had been dancing with increasing joy
and confidence for three seasons.

I do not remember just when it became clear to them
that they had given up their idea of propagandizing the
entire county. But, carly, and without talking about it,
they had clearly given it up in favor of learning to dance
themselves for their own amazement and delight. They
discovered that you cannot teach what you have not
learned from both study and experience! They had to
learn to dance!

Educationally, they covered the field: one superin-
tendent of a large suburban district; two principals;
several classroom teachers; two people from the Colorado
School for the Deaf and Blind; and so on. But there were
also four people in their middle-forties who had once
danced on the great Cheyenne Mountain school exhibi-
tion team! (They had promised not to let on that they
knew a blessed thing about it.) They simply had to learn
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to dance . . . beautifully, comfortably, joyously . . .
aware of the rhythm, subconsciously hearing the tume,
feeling the sweep and grace and beauty of the figures; in
other words, just dance, simply enough that the heart and
feet were in charge, instead of the head,

Since they could only find time for two two-hour ses-
sions twice a month from October to May, they had lots
of time to forget what they learned. They were starting
out with all sorts of handicaps you see. It was going to
take a long time to become “high-level” if they ever did!
One of them asked once what was meant by “high-level,”
and I said that to me it meant that you know how to
dance so beautifully that people watching you were liter-
ally “carried away!” They said they might as well give
up that goal, but I was not so sure.

I said to their teacher and caller . . . “Start right out
with some of everything, the very first night: basic
square, contra, simple mixer, circle, and so forth. From
the very beginning let’s emphasize grace, regard for the
music, respect for each other. But let’s base this class as
we go along on a solid foundation of contras and see what
happens, CONTRAS as the basic builders of dance aware-
ness! Because CONTRAS, above all other forms, teach
a sense of dance.”

You are going to ask: “Why do they?” You will find the
answer beautifully set forth in the excellent text that
makes up this book. I am only going to say that they do
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if you meet them fresh and well-taught, to the right kind
of music. It is music that makes people dance, not what
the caller tells them to do, although that’s important too.

On the very first night, after the quaking dancers had
dutifully gotten through Slaunch to Donegal, (Don Arm-
strong will soon tell you why Slaunch to Donegal is a
good contra with which to start) I whispered to their caller,
“Don't forget to tell them to keep their lines straight.”
And he never did forget! Why is it so important to keep
the lines straight? The best reason I know is because it’s
beautiful. And seeing a group of ordinary humans weav-
ing the warp of a pattern in the weft of two straight lines
is beautifull These people still think of themselves as
beginners but they keep the straightest contra lines west
of New Hampshire!

Let's come back to now: May of 1973. Our little pilot
group has danced together only 15 times a year for three
years. I am watching them with delight. Right now they
are doing a “docey-do hoedown,” something you may
never bring yourselves to do; but that doesn’t matter. It
does matter that they are whooping with laughter and
dancing lickety-cut, weaving and interweaving, twirling,
taking little bows. (No use to try to tell them how lovely
they are; they wouldn’t believe it!)

Suddenly, two of the women, who once danced as kids
in school in the Cheyenne Mountain gym on Wednesday
evenings, simultaneously catch something out of the air
and they spontancously end their phrase, as they turn
back into place, with a feather-light but clearly audible
... STAMP — stamp-stamp. Right on the beat. It’s horn-
pipe music and that has & triple accent at the end of the
16-count phrase. The music tells you to do that, so you
do it! For a moment the feet become instruments, very
softly, in the band. It’s elegant; it’s gay; it’s people! And
it is Contra . . . contra sneaking into a square dance and
feeling perfectly at home, because it has been at home
there for centuries.

This pilot group romped through Thady You Gander
safely on the second session, never missing that elegant
straight line. Much later they swung around crosswise
and danced Sackett’s Harbor, without realizing that they
had incidentally learned a thing called “contra corners,”
or that they had celebrated a famous naval victory in
the war of 1812! They danced the Quiet Contra and the
line became a row of little squares again.

They learned the Aston Polka and incidentally learned
to do the polka, absolutely painlessly . . . to the music of
Sweet Georgia Brown. They danced 6/8 without even
knowing it, but their pulses knew. ( They never attempted
Rory O’More, but I know one group that makes a yearly
ritual of doing Rory O’More together because they only
meet once a year and it is a challenge to see if you can
remember this difficult dance after so long a time.)

But when our pilot dancers line up for the last dance
of the evening, it is always the same one: The Hills of
Habersham. Tt is no mistake that this dance is listed on
the International list of the world’s best dances, for it
has everything, including the fact that it is a very simple
contra dance, in waltz time!

Nearly all dances tell a story. That is, in one sense,
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what we mean by choreography. When you dance the
Hills of Habersham, you form, with your two long facing
lines, the banks of the Chattahoochee River, that great
river that rises in the Hills of Habersham in North Geor-
gia, and goes meandering southward until it drops at
last into the Gulf of Mexico. The knowledgeable choreog-
raphers made the action to portray long crosswise swings
and swoops of shining water; and little eddies running
lengthwise along the shore, and little whirlpools in the
middle. You are dancing them! Mary and Fred Collette
had made a perfect dance, but ey could not find the
perfect tune for it. They had applied for help from a
very great music man and he could neither find or com-
pose it. And then, one romantic autumn day, the music
man and a great dance teacher, with their wives, drove
across the Continental Divide in Colorado, with the in-
tention of coming down the Valley of the San Juan River
into the town of Durango, with the purpose of finding
the autumn aspen leaves in their prime. It was an abso-
lutely right day, and at the end of it the weary and soul-
satisfied travelers gathered in the motel restaurant for
dinner. There was a little live orchestra playing dance
music, softly and sentimentally and very well. Gradually,
one by one, we all realized that the tune that had just
come up was long-ago familiar and lovely; and someone
exclaimed: “Love’s Dream after the Balll” And the Hills
of Habersham had a tune, to which we have danced it
ever since. That is the way great dances are made,
especially contras.

It is quite natural that our current square dance should
be so mechanical, so right-angled, so unconcerned
with the physical grace of movement of the dancers, We
are living in that kind of environment. By the end of
another generation we shall probably have drawn it back
to rhythm and grace and the joy of movement with not
quite too much gray matter involved.

In the meantime we still have all of the old things too,
hiding in corners. We still have great rivers that run,
polluted, to the sea; we still have romance, even disguised
in dirty jeans; we still have moonlight and roses and
starlight on seascapes; and all kinds and conditions
music!

This observer thinks that we have here a very fine and
inclusive manual for the person who wants to dance or
teach contra dances. It is difficult to pick out any single
thing that i{s omitted from this careful text. The thing
to do with it is read it, study it and use it. The result
could be a new dimension, a turning of the corner in
the American Square Dance, back to rhythm and grace
and fun.

Trying to dance a national folk dance using only
squares is like living in a house with seven rooms, six
of which are locked, the windows boarded up, the de-
lightful contents locked inside. We are grateful that, with
this Manual, Bob Osgood and the American Square
Dance Society have opened the door into the most spa-
cious of these rooms! Let's go in and dance contras
together in jig time, reel time, hornpipe time, and waltz
time. Thank You, Bob!

Dorothy Stott Shaw
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