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Spring Dance:  The RSCDS of Chicago welcomes you to a St. Patrick’s Dance Party on Saturday, March 

20, 1999, at 7:00 PM at St. Josaphat Parish Hall, corner of  Southport and Belden Aves., Chicago.  Dona-

tion $5; tea afterwards.  Dancemeister--Paul King; program by Noel Chavez; music from The Grace Notes; 

M.C.--Greg Canfield; tea maven--Mary Lou Woods.  For more information or dance descriptions, call Paul 

King at (708)442-3351. 

 

No dancing March 21:  There will be no dancing at St. Josaphat Sunday, March 21, as we recover from 

the Spring Dance.   

 

Temporary change of venue, March 28:  St. Joe’s will be in use on Sunday, March 28, so we will be 

dancing from 6:00-8:30 PM at Skokie School in Winnetka, instead.  Here are the directions: 

>From the south (from either 294 or 94):  Exit on Willow Road and go east.  After the passing the Edens 

(94, it's about a mile to Hibbard Rd (stoplight).  Go North (left turn) to the light (Elm Street) and turn right.  

Skokie School is the second school on the right at the corner of Elm and Glendale.  Parking lot is on the 

north side of the school or park on the street.  Entrance to the school is on the west side of the buil-ding.  Go 

up one flight and dancing will be in the gym to the right. 

>From the north on 294:  Directions are the same as 294 from the south. 

>From the north on 94:  Exit on Tower Rd and go east over 94.  Go about 1 to 2 miles to Hibbard (stop 

sign), which tee's into Tower from the right.  Right turn to traffic light, which is Elm Street.  Rest is same as 

above.    [Thanks to Mike Millin.] 

 

Branch business:  The Annual General Meeting of the Royal Scottish Country Dance Society, Chicago 

Branch, will be held on Sunday, May 2, at 6:00 PM in the St. Josaphat Parish Hall, corner of  Southport and 

Belden Aves., Chicago.  Elections will be held.  Contact Ree Grisham at (773) 528-7824 with agenda items 

or topics you wish discussed.  Social dancing will follow. 

 On the topic of elections, contact the Elections Committee (Gary Hay; Ken Heinemann; Bryan 

Luce) if you have candidates to suggest.  And if you haven’t renewed your membership, you will want to    

do so immediately:  last chance to join in time to vote! 

 

Tartan Day at Fermilab:   In a Resolution passed last March, the U.S. Senate designated April 6 as 

National Tartan Day in honor of the Scottish Declaration of Independence, signed April 6, 1320, and the 

major role that Scottish Americans played in the founding of this nation.  The "Silk and Thistle" Scottish 

country dance group, who meet weekly Tuesday evenings at Fermilab, will be celebrating this new holiday 

with a free dance party beginning at 7:30 PM Tuesday, April 6.  In addition to dancing, the group always 

takes a break for tea, snacks and conversation.  Their Tartan Day celebration will offer some traditional 

foods, as well as an exhibit of books and materials on Scottish history, heritage and tartans.  (Regulars and 

visitors are encouraged to contribute!  Also, since the public is also being invited, it would be great if men 

would wear their kilts.)  For more information, call Mady Newfield at (630) 584-0825 or Doug or Susan 

Jensen at (630) 232-9089.    [Mady Newfield] 

        

Springfield Ball:  The Springfield [IL] International Folk Dancers, in cooperation with the St. Andrew’s 

Society of Central Illinois, present a Tartan Ball following the Springfield Celtic Games at Northfield 

Center, Springfield, IL, on May 15, 1999, starting at 8:00 PM.  Cost:  $5 per person; cash bar and refresh-

ments.  Lodging at $55 per night reserved by the St. Andrew’s Society is available at Northfield Center.  

For reservations and directions, call Northfield Center at (217) 523-7900.  For dance info., call Hedy 

Hoemmen at (217) 546-6651. 



 

June plans:  There will be no “Workshop Lite” to replace our usual June weekend; however, our friends in 

Columbus, Ohio, have a one-day workshop.  Details follow....(thanks to Noel Chavez).... 

 

Columbus Heather & Thistle Workshop and Ball:  Their “do” is at Clintonville Woman’s Club, North 

High Street, Columbus, OH.  Classes 9:30 AM to 3:00 PM (lunch included), dinner and ball 6:30-11:00 

PM.  Sponsored by Heather & Thistle Scottish Country Dancers.  Music:  Fred Moyes, classes and ball.  

Teacher:  Marjorie McLaughlin.  Price:  $50.00.  Refreshments:  coffee, tea, donuts; lunch; dinner.  Dress:  

classes casual, ball semi-formal.  Contact Donna C. Ferguson at (740) 439-3874 or jfergie@jadeinc.com 

 

Location scouts needed:  We are seeking alternate venues for future June workshops.   Volunteers are 

needed to scout locations in their area.  If you have ideas, contact Mary Helen Polensky or a Committee of 

Management member for a list of questions to winnow the possibilities. 

 

Minnesota and Madison weekend:  What was originally planned to be a joint weekend road trip with 

members of the Milwaukee and Chicago groups turned into 5 Milwaukeeans plus me.  My fellow tra-vellers 

to the Twin Cities Ball and Madison Valentine's Dance were John Fitak, Sonya Young Fitak, Paul 

Gunderson, John McCormack, and Rebecca Sinclair.  Although we did not see any badgers, or any ducks at 

the Dells, or any caribou in Baraboo, and I got outvoted on wanting to stop at the Leinenkugel brewery in 

Chippewa Falls, the ride up to Minnesota was quite pleasant, featuring plenty of cheese.  We even received 

a friendly greeting from Jesse Ventura's likeness (or was that a gopher's?) at the border. 

 After checking in at the Sheraton in St. Paul, I stepped back outside to haul in the last load of 

provisions, when I was greeted by an annoyingly loud tooting noise coming from the Mississippi River.   

When the doorman, we'll call him Olaf, explained to me that it was the Titanic, I figured  I knew then why 

the loon was their state bird.  Turns out, though, that it was the Titanic, well sort of.  I read in the local 

paper the next day that the steam whistle recovered from the Titanic was in town on some sort of traveling 

tour. 

 The ball, held on the campus of Hamline College, was simply wonderful.  It was particularly great 

to see old friends Amy Chlebecek, Dan Grundner, and Bonnie McIntyre, who frequently attend  

our events.  The music by Thistledown was splendid, and we especially enjoyed dancing to the theme songs 

from Leave It To Beaver and The Addams Family (complete with finger snaps).  Of course when we danced 

“Ian Powrie's Farewell to Auchterarder,” I feigned never having heard of the dance before so as to vainly 

impress the locals who are not familiar with the Chicago demo program. 

 The food was fantastic.  (I wonder what their caterer is doing the first Saturday after New Year's.)  

At evening's end "Angus" Awards were handed out to John Fitak for most enthusiastic male dancer (no 

upset there) and to yours truly for having traveled the farthest. 

 The after hours party at Audrey and Mike McClellan's was great fun; their house was uniquely and 

playfully decorated.  On the way back to the hotel we got very lost driving in some spooky wooded areas 

along the riverfront...And once we heard the distant sound of a woodchipper, we figured it was time to 

va"moose".  Fortunately we got directions from a mysterious couple--I think their names were Hiawatha and 

Minnehaha. 

 Upholding my Minnesota tradition, I rose early the next day to go hot tubbing at the hotel pool.  It 

was then On (To) Wisconsin!  We were a bit late to Madison, arriving during the first interval.  We got  

plenty of dancing in, however, and I particularly enjoyed some of  Chuck Snowdon's original composi-tions.  

I picked up my second "most distant traveler" award of the weekend, and then it was on to another  

post-dance soiree at Lois'.  The party featured a joint rendition of Professor Harold Hill's rap monologue in 

The Music Man by Nancy McClements and Martha Phillips, as well as an impromptu re-creation of  

the stairway “So Long, Farewell” from The Sound of Music.  (You had to be there.) 

 The weekend line:  Casualties included the odometer on the Oatmobile, six pairs of feet, and two 

Broadway musicals.  Can't wait 'til next year. [Bryan Luce] 

 

“Bagpipes are big, and the latest ones have Gore-Tex bags”:  (A nylon-and-cat-litter option has virtues 

and adherents; Scots like smelly sheepskin [sounds like a clan motto to me!]) by Barbara Carton, from The 

Wall Street Journal--Traditional bagpipe bags are made of sheepskin, and players keep them supple by 



“seasoning” them with various concoctions, including honey and seal fat.  To many a Scotsman, replacing a 

sheepskin bag with one made of synthetics is as sacrilegious as substituting hot dogs for hag-gis.   

 But the approximately 600-year-old world of Scottish bagpiping is being shaken as many world-

class pipers say a new generation of bags made of Gore-Tex or nylon is superior.  The debate, which has 

simmered since the introduction of the first synthetic bag a decade ago, is now in full Highland fling, thanks 

to last summer’s world bagpiping championships in Glasgow, Scotland, at which first prize was snared by 

the Victoria (Australia) Police Pipe Band, playing the “Ross Breathable Canister Pipe Bag,” with its 

patented system for using a cat-litter desiccant to control moisture.  [Does that sound delicious!] 

 Meanwhile the Luddites--and there are lots of them--remain standing with their trusty leather bags 

clamped under their arms.  Synthetics don’t have the proper “football” feel, they say, and it’s hard to feel 

affectionate toward a bag that, when deflated, looks like a plastic shower cap.  But even the expatriate 

Scotsman whom many consider the world’s top solo bagpiper, Alasdair Gillies, has gone Gore-Tex.  Mr. 

Gillies, a music teacher and director of piping [!] at Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh, which grants 

a degree in bagpiping [!!], says that the new bags don’t leak at the seams, as some poor sheepskins do.  

“With a sheepskin,” he says, “you’re taking potluck [or at least, haggis]”. 

 At the British Shop in Buffalo, N.Y., a large retailer, owner Iain Donaldson says sales of tradi-

tional sheepskin are down 50% in the past year and a half.  Meanwhile, he has sold 300 of the Ross cat-litter 

bags, at about $150 apiece.  Mr. Donaldson himself is a Ross convert, and so are members of the band he 

plays in, the 78th Fraser Highlanders of Toronto, who took fourth place at last year’s world con-test. 

 Bagpiping is experiencing a renaissance, thanks in part to movies like Braveheart.  The Western 

U.S. Pipe Band Association, for example, reports membership is up 40%, to 60 bands and 600 solo bag-

pipers, in the past 10 years.  That’s remarkable, given the notorious difficulty of the instrument.  It takes 

beginners a year or longer to learn to play badly a standard tune like “Scotland the Brave.”  And pipes are 

costly, ranging from about $750 for an inexpensive Scottish set to $5,000 for one with sterling-silver fit-

tings and pipes of African blackwood.  The bag part is the least of the expense. 

 To observers, the bagpipe bag itself can’t be seen under its tartan cover.  But to pipers, the air-

filled pouch is a vital element of a bagpipe’s sound.  The piper inflates the bag by blowing into a blow-pipe.  

Sound is produced when the piper squeezes the bag, forcing air through three drone pipes (the sticking-up 

pipes) and a chanter pipe (the hanging-down pipe, which he fingers as one would a recorder).  All four have 

reeds for converting the air into sound. 

 For generations, pipers have sought the perfect bag:  it must be airtight enough to function as a 

reservoir, yet “breathable” so as to release water vapor through its walls.  Otherwise, a piper’s drool sloshes 

around the bottom, and built-up humidity can soak the fickle reeds [yecch!], causing them to squeak to a 

halt in midtune.   

 W.L. Gore & Associates Inc. of Newark, Del., thought its breathable synthetic fabric, with its nine 

billion microscopic holes per square inch, would be perfect after a worker in its Livingston, Scotland, 

factory who got the idea tested it on local pipers.  Gore says it has sold 38,000 of its Canmore-brand bags, 

which retail for about $125, since their introduction a decade ago.  Converts rave.  Others scoff.  “When it’s 

deflated, it’s nothing [!],” complains Kenton Adler, 42, a pipe-playing computer technician from Batesville, 

Ark.  “It’s like throwing your Windbreaker on the ground.” 

 Some pipers also complain that Gore-Tex leaks air after a piper stops squeezing, causing what is 

known as a “trailing drone.”  One user, Andrew Douglas, 40, a piper from Bridgeport, Conn., calls them 

“dying-animal squealing noises.”  At first, the Canmore bags suffered from durability problems.  “Within a 

year, it sprung a leak, and there was nothing I could do except throw it away,” complains Michael Dietz, 34, 

a systems analyst in Chicago.  Gore now guarantees its bags for two years. 

 Then, there are the nylon Ross bags, made in Melbourne, Australia, which have inside a canister of 

cat litter the size of a pack of cigarettes that dries the piper’s breath before it hits the reeds.  The only 

maintenance consists of periodically removing the litter and nuking it in the microwave.  Inventor Geoff 

Ross says he got the idea after a pilot-friend told him how condensation is removed from airplane cabins. 

“The quality of cat litter does vary tremendously,” he acknowledges.  “We get the best there is in Austra-

lia.”  Mr. Ross won’t divulge sales, but says he’s hiring a fourth worker to satisfy the hundreds of kilt-clad 

pipers clamoring for the same edge as the top-ranked Victoria Police.  “It’s very, very hectic,” he sighs. 

 For some bagpipers, though, cat litter works all too well.  Mr. Gillies says he tried a Ross cat-litter 

bag, but the air flowing to his pipes was as arid as Death Valley, and that threw his pitch out of whack.  



Even Gore-Tex, which he favors, can become so dry that pipers have to dump ice cubes into the bag to 

make it humid enough.  Such problems keep many pipers loyal to leather--sheepskin or cowhide. 

L & M Highland Outfitters Ltd. of Dartmouth, Nova Scotia, which claims to be the largest pipe-bag 

manufacturer in North America, says its sales of 5,000 bags a year, cowhide mostly, haven’t been affected 

by the synthetics. 

 Predictably, sheepskin remains the standard in Scotland, the world capital of piping [and where 

they also clone sheep!], says James Begg of the Quality Bagpipe Shop in Glasgow, the world’s largest 

sheepskin supplier, crafting about 1,000 bags a year.  For starters, Mr. Begg says, sheepskin molds cozily to 

the player’s body, just like a good suit.  “These plastic bags don’t do that,” he complains.  Then, there’s 

tradition.  “All the great players in the 1700’s and 1800’s used sheepskin,” he says, “and if it was good 

enough for them, why is it not good enough for us?”  [I’m sure he uses that same argument when someone 

suggests he get his children vaccinated...] 

 Sheepskin, if not played regularly, can get as stiff as cardboard.  It is relatively expensive, about 

$160.  And it starts to rot after about a year and a half.  Though cowhide is cheaper and lasts longer, there 

remains the onerous ritual of plying either leather with moisturizing agents--something synthetics don’t 

need.  Scott Murray, 34, a piper from Monkton, New Brunswick, swears by an imported Scottish bag lini-

ment:  “It has a petroleum smell and it looks like mucus.”  Other pipers use foul-smelling witches’ brews of 

Murphy’s Oil Soap, Crisco and Lysol. 

 To cap off the treatment, a lot of pipers will blow a mouthful of scotch or Listerine into the bag in 

an attempt to kill whatever mildew or saliva-borne bacteria might be lurking in its darkest recesses.  It 

doesn’t always work.  “We’ve had bags in our band that smelled like dead bodies,” acknowledges Joe 

Korber, 34, who plays in the New York City Department of Correction Pipe Band, adding--proudly--that he 

currently has the reputation for owning the vilest sheepskin bag in his group.    [Drool, saliva-loving 

bacteria, dead animal noises AND smells, rotting sheepskin:  whoever said that those of us that teach 

anatomy carry on gross conversations???  Thanks to Mel Whitson for this juicy gem.] 

 

“The Scottish Country Dance Beginner”:  (attributed to Stanford Gillespie) 

 I joined the Scottish Country Dance-I thought I’d gi’e it a whirl; 

 I hoped while I was dancing round I’d maybe meet a girl. 

 

 Weel, I’ve been at it ten weeks now, I don’t like it at a’. 

 I must have heard ten thousand times; “Let’s try the Pas de Bas!” 

 

 There’s a’ the ithers in the class, the big, the fat, the sma’; 

 They seem tae hae nae trouble footin’ out the Pas de Bas! 

 

 But as for me, I’ve two left feet, sometimes I almost fa’ 

 I’ve nearly broke my ankle twice wi’ that damned Pas de Bas! 

 

 I pictured me, a handsome lad, rigged out wi’ kilt and a’ 

 I’m feared I’ll never see it till I learn that Pas de Bas! 

 

 Poussette, strathspey, the Gordons Gay, they’re dancing round the ha’, 

 But as for me, I’ll never learn that bloody Pas de Bas! 

 

 Still, hope lives on, and when some day I hear the angels ca’, 

 Perhaps I’ll greet St. Peter wi’ a perfect Pas de Bas! 

 

And a response from the Scottish Country Dance Teachers Association: 

 Every teacher that one meets assures us that it has three beats 

 It also ends, they always say, with a pointed step they call jete 

 

 But one one point, it seems to me, they haven’t managed to agree 

 The question that I fear to ask:  it is Paddy Bah or Paddy Bask? 

 



Which evoked The Final Word from Janet T. MacLachlan: 

 I thought I’d write and make it clear that regardless o’ your feet or fear 

 And three beats, two beats, or a’ on ane fit; jetes or Whisky or ither ‘Pundit’; 

 Ilk shapes and styles, aft-times grotesque:  the movement’s ca’d the ‘Peh de Besque’. 

   [Thanks to Noel Chavez, who keeps an eye on Strathspey for us.] 

 

(Yet another poem) “A Beginner’s Plea” 

 Be kind, be considerate, be caring for the new ones on the scene 

 When a reel becomes a hazard and you feel you’d like to scream;  

 Remember when you were learning and never thought you’d know 

 How long it took to allemande and that strathspeys must be slow. 

 

 The feet, the hands, the eyes, the head must all do things in time 

 When just to find your partner is the major thing in mind! 

 We look the same in snow white frocks, in kilts and pumps and tartan socks 

 But some are old hands, some are new with lots to learn, so before you do-- 

 

 Frown or growl, or push or pull, sneer or snarl, remember too 

 That once, perhaps, long, long ago, you were new and didn’t know. 

 Your heart would thump, your brain would freeze, 

 Your legs would knock about your knees-- 

 

 You knew you were the only one who’d mess the reels up one by one! 

 Be kind, be considerate, be caring for the new ones on the scene; 

 Then clubs will grow in numbers, which was Miss Milligan’s hope and dream! 

[Thanks again to Noel; if the person that wrote this has as poor a sense of dance rhythm as scansion, I’d 

  hate to dance with him/her, but the point is well taken.  Smile a lot!  We were all beginners once.] 

 

Best wishes:  To Ingrid Kendall, as she once again recovers her pelvic extemities from the extremities of 

life (this time, it’s a fractured tibia--and she wants it made clear that it had nothing to do with the pas de 

basque).  She thanks everyone for their cards, calls, and general support.  Also, condolences to the Schoon 

clan on the death of Mrs. Vivian Schoon, mother of Ken and life-long enthusiast for all things Scottish.   

 

A final word:  “It may be possible to do without dancing entirely.  Instances have been known of young 

people passing many, many months successively, without being at any ball of any description and no 

material injury accrue to either body or mind;-but when a beginning is made - when the felicities of rapid 

motion have once been, though slightly, felt - it must be a very heavy set that does not ask for more.” 

    [Noel once again! a quote from Emma, by Jane Austen.] 



CALENDAR: 
Loch Mich--   ScotReel--  Silk and Thistle-- 

Mar.    18 Class  16 Class 

 20*************************Spring Dance, 7:00, St. Joe’s*************************** 
 21 No class  25 Class  23, 30 Class 

 28    Class at Skokie School  

Apr. 4 ?Class - check 1, 8, 15, 22, 29   Class 6, 13, 20, 27   Class 

 11, 18, 25   Class 

May 2**************************Annual General Meeting,  St. Joe’s********************* 

 9, 16, 23, 30   Class    4, 11, 18, 25    Class 

 6***************************ScotReel End-of-Year Dance**************************  

 


