
English Country  
Music from  
East Anglia
Billy Bennington - hammer dulcimer, Percy Brown - melodeon,  
Harold Covill - mouth organ, Oscar Woods - melodeon

1 Jig Oscar Woods
2 Gay Ladies polka Billy Bennington
3 Old Joe the Boat is going Over/Untitled Polka Percy Brown
4 Step Dance (known locally as The Sailor’s hornpipe)Oscar Woods
5 Dulcie Belle - waltz Billy Bennington
6 Step Dance - Yarmouth Breakdown Percy Brown
7 ‘Italian’ Waltz Oscar Woods
8 Polka Oscar Woods
9 Step Dance - Yarmouth Hornpipe Billy Bennington
10 On the Green - polka Billy Bennington
11 The Oyster Girl Harold Covill
12 On Parade - march Billy Bennington
13 Waltz for the Veleta Percy Brown
14 Step Dance Tune Oscar Woods
15 Slow step dance tune Billy Bennington
16 Polka Oscar Woods
17 Oh, Joe the Boat is Going Over Oscar Woods
18 Barn Dance Tune Percy Brown
19 Sheringham Breakdown Percy Brown
20 The Nutting Girl Harold Covill
21 Jack’s The Lad (The Sailor’s Hornpipe) Billy Bennington
22 Red Wing Billy Bennington
23 Heel and Toe Polka Percy Brown
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The music on this record is still being played regularly in 
East Anglia, although nowhere near as much as it was, and 
is typical of the repertoire. It is a functional music - largely 
used for dancing, though tunes for singing are present in 
large numbers - and is not played very often for listening (as 
is more the case with the Irish instrumental tradition). This 
doesn’t mean that the musicians regard it as unimportant, 
but the emphasis is more on basic tune and rhythm than 
melodic and harmonic variation.
Some of the tunes here have unequal parts. This is partly 
due to their being solo performances where no band 
synchronisation is necessary, and to the dances, where there 
are any, having short sequences; and partly, perhaps, owing 
to a slight nervousness before the microphone.

The Music
The most common tunes found among country musicians 
in East Anglia are step dances, polkas and waltzes - probably 
because a musician would be called upon to play these 
during the evening in a pub. Step dancing is still common 
enough in East Anglia, and the tunes used usually borrow 
from one another, often with elements of The Manchester 
Hornpipe (also known as Rickett’s Hornpipe), Fisher’s 
Hornpipe, The Sailor’s Hornpipe and Pigeon on the Gate. 
The late Scan Tester (from Sussex) and Harry Cox (from 
Norfolk) are among exemplary musicians who played 
these or closely related tunes, likewise the well known East 
Anglian performer, Bob Roberts.

Step Dance Tunes
Track 4. This tune is known locally as The Sailor‘s Hornpipe 
(this name is common to many step dance tunes) but it doesn’t 
particularly resemble it, being much closer to the Manchester. 
Oscar Woods learned this one from ‘Tiger’ Smith.
Track 6. The first of these two tunes is also similar to the 
Manchester Hornpipe but shows obvious differences from track 
4. The second is a close relation to the ubiquitous Harvest Home. 
The whole is called The Yarmouth Breakdown by Percy.
Track 9.This one is a variant of Flowers of Edinburgh but is a bit 
simpler in its twists than those usually found nowadays and it is 
commonly played as a reel or fast polka. Billy Bennington calls 
it The Yarmouth Hornpipe.
Track 14. Another step dance with the characteristic fast 
hornpipe rhythm. 
Track 15. This tune is apparently reserved for a step dance with 
slower stepping and Billy has played it for dancers in the pubs in 
Cromer. The dance is sometimes called The Irish Jig.
All the above tunes have the same urgent hornpipe rhythm. 
Their titles have very often become localised - Yarmouth 
cropping up frequently, presumably because it is one of the 
largest and most important towns in the region.
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Polkas
Tracks 3 and 17. Old Joe, the Boat is Going Over. Two 
examples of this tune, often found in East Anglia (Harry 
Cox and the fiddler Herbert Smith also played it). It was 
probably a popular stage-song tune. This tune offers good 
comparison between the styles of Percy Brown and Oscar 
Woods and shows how a melody can change as it moves 
about. The musicians have slightly different titles for it.
Tracks 2; 8; 10; 16; 22; 23 are all polkas. It is likely that some 
of the un-named ones have stage-tune origins - as do some 
of those with names. This sort of tune turns up throughout 
the English country tradition and very rarely has a name. 
Frequently the original chromatic melody has been altered 
to fit the melodeon or concertina or the ear of the musician, 
and often new parts have been composed. Red Wing and 
The Heel and Toe Polka (also known as 1,2,3,4,5) are played 
by most country musicians. On the Green was played a lot 
by village brass bands according to Billy Bennington; Scan 
Tester also had it. The Nutting Girl probably came into use 
as a dance tune following its remarkably wide diffusion as a 
song air; it is also used as a morris tune.

Waltzes
Tracks 5, 7 and 13. Musicians in the south usually have a 
few waltzes but they are not very often common. Dulcie Belle 
(track 5) comes from the father of Billy Cooper. The ‘Italian’ 
waltz (7) is unlikely to have any Italian associations. Oscar 
says that somebody called it that and the name stuck. The 
Waltz for the Veleta (13) is not the usual Veleta tune but, like 
the barn dance tune, it was one that fitted when the musician 
was asked to play for the dance.

Jigs
Jigs are not so common, although just about every country 
musician has a version of The Oyster Girl (track 11). Oscar’s 
jig (1) has a particular rhythmic quality about it in that, 
although the basic 6/8 time is always apparent there are 
additional emphasis changes inside this structure. This 
occurs in some of the melodeon polkas also and was a 
feature of the playing of Scan Tester.
The Sheringham Breakdown (19) is a snatch really - the 
second half of the tune Percy doesn’t know. He learned it 
from ‘two concertina people’. Sheringham is a few miles 
along the Norfolk coast from Cromer.
On Parade (12) This was probably a popular march tune and 
could well have come from Billy Cooper‘s father’s brass band 
days.
Track 21 Jack ‘s the Lad, or the Sailor ‘s Hornpipe. A tune that 
has always been popular with English country musicians, 
and most of them play it, though it frequently gets changed 
about a bit.
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The Musicians
Harold Covill comes from March in Cambridgeshire. He 
has been previously recorded as a singer, and can be heard 
in ‘The Folk Songs of Britain Series’, and on such songs as A 
Soldier’s Life for Me and Songs of Animals and Other Marvels. 
His father was a fine mouth organ player and he would often 
pinch his mouth organ and take it to school. When he got 
home he would be expected to play a tune. Shortly after this 
his father bought him his own instrument and he has never 
been without one since. He often plays for local dances and 
‘when the band has failed to turn up’ he uses an amplifier to 
increase his volume.
Mr Covill is the only musician on this record to read music 
and he has a small band of youngsters whom he is teaching.

Billy Bennington was born in 1900 in the village of 
Barford, Norfolk, where he lives today. He has been 
a gardener for most of his life. His mother played the 
‘accordeon’ (melodeon) very well but his father was not 
musical. Billy started learning his ‘dulcimore’, as he calls 
it, at the age of twelve from Billy Cooper of Hingham - an 
outstanding musician who also played the one string fiddle, 
autoharp and anglo-concertina and was a singer of comic 
songs. In Billy’s own words he was ‘just crazed on the 
dulcimer’ and he would cycle the seven miles to Hingham 
every night to get Billy Cooper to teach him. It was from 
Billy Cooper that he learned his finger-picking style and a 
lot of his tunes come from him although many were popular 
locally and some form the core of most country musicians’ 
repertoires.
 

Billy played regularly for dances at weddings and village 
halls between the wars - often with other musicians; fiddle, 
banjo, piano, drums and frequently in the company of 
Billy Cooper when they would play ‘parts’. He still plays 
occasionally at village functions and on the day after these 
recordings were made he was due to play Amazing Grace in 
the local church.
Billy’s dulcimer is Italian and, he thinks, about two hundred 
years old. As a result of a motor cycle accident it has been 
repaired and this has necessitated cutting it down from 28 
to 20 bridges. The strings are in sets of fives and the tuning 
which Billy uses - copied from Billy Cooper - enables him 
to play in nearly all the sharp keys. He would like to have a 
second dulcimer ‘tuned in the flats’ so that he would be fully 
chromatic and be able to play along with other musicians 
as he has the ability to vamp and play second parts by 
ear. Although he does not read music he has considerable 
musical understanding and spends some of his spare time 
repairing dulcimers.

04

English Country 
Music from East 
Anglia

TSDL229



05

TOPIC TSDL229 
www.topicrecords.co.uk

Digital remaster ℗2009 Topic Records Ltd.  
©2012 Topic Records Ltd.
The copyright in this sound recording  
and digital artwork is owned by Topic Records Ltd.
All rights reserved. 

Percy Brown is a chimney sweep and lives in Aylsham, 
Norwich He was born in Felmingham in 1903 and later 
moved to Antingham when he married in 1933, and then 
to Aylsham in 1968. Percy has been playing the melodeon 
‘ever since he can remember’; before he was five his mother 
‘showed him the keys’ and he taught himself from then 
on. He has never learned to read music. He started to play 
publicly at his parents’ house in Felmingham which had 
a club-room for dancing. After leaving school he played 
regularly for weddings. He has played a lot for dancing in 
local pubs and for the Cromer fishermen’s step dancing. 
Of the latter Percy says that the Cromer men were ‘very 
particular about their tunes’.
Percy’s usual melodeon is a two key Hohner Erica. The 
eight button bass gives bass notes and chords for the tonic, 
dominant and subdominant as well as two related minor 
chords. He generally plays on the C row.

Oscar Woods lives in Benhall Green near Saxmundham, 
Suffolk. His father took up farming when Oscar was about 
five and as a boy he had a lot to do around the farm before 
he could get off to school. Close by lived an old farm worker, 
‘Tiger’ Smith, and it was he who provided inspiration for 
Oscar to play the melodeon. In the summer evenings he 
would often play an old-fashioned gramophone in his back 
yard, or else play his button melodeon. The sound of this 
fascinated Oscar and he would sit beside him and listen to 
him play. Eventually Oscar’s father came home with an old 
melodeon and this was were he started. He bought ‘Tiger’ 
Smith’s melodeon and concentrated on those tunes that 
‘Tiger’ played. Step dance tunes and jigs were the most 
difficult. When he was about twelve, a shop in Saxmundham 
started selling melodeons and it was there that he got his 
next one.

When he was older and he had an old car, he and ‘Tiger’  
would play around the local pubs. There were a number of 
other melodeon players about at this time and Oscar learned 
from them - in particular, the Seamen family of Darsham.
 With ‘Tiger’ and Ernie Seamen now dead, Oscar has 
decided that some of their favourite tunes must be kept alive 
and he is working hard at polishing them up.
 Oscar’s melodeon has one row of buttons only and it is 
basically in one key - C. There are four stops, each operating 
a complete set of reeds. Two sets are the same, and when 
both are in use they produce the characteristic slightly 
dissonant melodeon sound. Of the other two buttons one 
operates the same scale an octave lower and one an octave 
higher. The lefthand end of the melodeon has a two button 
bass providing bass note and chord for either the tonic 
(push) or the dominant (pull).
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