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Contra 
aficionados 
say novices 
can join right 
in the dance 
after 
mastering a 
few simple 
steps. Fran and 
Tom Coughlin, 
below, have 
got more than 
the steps right; 
they met at a 
dance, and 
were later 
married at one.
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said in a telephone interview. Some believe it is short for 
“contrary,” because couples stand in lines opposite one 
another. Others think settlers shortened it from 
“country.”
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■ft AUNTY FIDDLE TUNES filled the 
% Grange Hall on a recent Saturday night 

r—i HJ as men and women swung their
jLS partners and clapped their hands in

• . time to the music.
The wooden Door vibrated as the dancers tapped 

their feet with a flourish. Everyone was smiling.
It was just another energetic night at the contra 

dance, a traditional American dance form that has 
become a popular pastime on the Central Coast in the 
past few years.

The best part about it, enthusiasts say, is that 
anyone can do it. Just wear comfortable shoes and 
prepare to have fun.

Twice a month, at the Grange Hall in San Luis 
Obispo and the Pismo Beach Veterans Memorial 
Building, 60 to 100 people of all ages and backgrounds 
dance to live string music in a friendly atmosphere.

At a recent event, local band the Growling Old 
Geezers played enthusiastically for the dancers, who 
worked up a sweat during each of the 20-minute dances.

Contra dances, which are less complex than square 
dancing, use a caller, who “prompts” couples on what 
steps come next.

Usually, dancers start out standing opposite each 
other in two lines. As the dance progresses, couples 
dance with each other, then make their way down the 
line, dancing with other partners.

“It’s neat because it’s kind of dancing for everyone,” 
said Jean Gibson-Gorrindo, who came with her husband

L

and four young children. “Even people who think they w
■ can’t dance.” M

Contra dancing was derived from English country' S 
dances that settlers brought to America. Over the years, > 
the swing step and caller were added and the music ? 
became more boisterous, said Eric Hoffman, a regular 
caller. g

People have debated over what “contra” means, he S 
said in a telephone interview. Some believe it is short for §
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The dance was a popular social event during colonial p 
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'gives weight.”

— Keith Connes
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Growling Old Geezers Amber 
Roullard, left, Jim Mueller 

and Jim Bolton play rousing 
tunes all evening as the 

dancers work up a sweat.

“That first evening I remember 
seeing him dance in the line, thinking

Mueller said the dances attract a 
mix of people of different ages, classes 
and ethnicities, which gives of sense of

I
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Contra dances are held on the 
second Saturday of each month at the 
Grange Hall in San Luis Obispo and 
the fourth Friday at Veteran's Hall in 
Pismo Beach. Admission is S5 and 
dances begin at 8 p.m.

For more information, call 546-0518 
or 541-1148.

She said contra dancing is an ideal 
place for people who are intimidated 
by the club scene.

“Guys too shy to dance out there in 
the real world ask girls to dance, or 
flirt (with them),” she said. “It gives 
them license.

Jaleah Brynn of San Luis Obispo, 
said she likes the friendly atmosphere.

“I wasn’t too good at square dancing 
and I can’t ballroom dance worth a 
darn," Brynn said. “I was the worst in 
the class.”

The exercise is another plus.
“1 think it probably burns about 800 

calories an hour,” Brynn joked.
One man wiped his forehead with a 

red bandana and others took swigs

He gave another important piece of 
advice: Dancers should look into each 
other’s eyes as they swing, to avoid 
dizziness.

Maintaining eye contact with your 
partner is important, said Cynthia 
Boche, president of the Central Coast 
Country Dance Society, which coordi
nates the dances.

“It makes the connection and it 
makes it seem like you’re really 
dancing with that person,” she said.

Tronvig encouraged people to find a 
new partner for every dance and 
ended the brief instruction with, “Re
member, it’s just all for fun."

The Geezers started with two famil
iar tunes, “Arkansas Traveler” and 
“The Yellow Rose of Texas.” Through-
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follow along.
“The dance part of it is not the least 

bit challenging,” said Leonard, who 
has contra danced for 10 years.

Caller Drew Tronvig reviewed the 
basic terms and movements a half- 
hour before the dance started. Wear
ing a cordless headset, he instructed 
about 20 people who stood in a circle.

They learned the standard slow, 
shuffling movement and how to 
“swing” with their partners. Because 
people want to feel their partner is 
there, Tronvig said, they should lean 
back as they swing so that each person 
“tlivoc iimirrkf ”

out the evening, the dancers laughed, 
flirted, and joked. Tronvig sometimes 
helped the dancers along, gently 
pushing them in the right direction.

“This is high-spirited,” said Temple
ton resident Keith Connes, who was 
trying contra for the first time. “This is 
really a friendly atmosphere. You get 
to meet a lot of people.”

Of course, there isn’t much time for 
conversation during the evening, said 
Connes, a ballroom dancer. He was on 
a blind date with a woman he met 
through a personal ad.

“You just kind of introduce yourself 
to your new partner and off you go.”

The low-pressure atmosphere is 
what makes contra dancing so appeal
ing, said Harold Hallikainen, who 
attends three dances a month.

He always shied away from clubs 
because they seemed threatening, he 
said, like high school dances where 
there’s a lot of pressure to dance well. 
But he soon realized contra dancing 
doesn’t require any special coordina
tion.

“I still don’t think I have any control 
over my feet,” he admitted. “In contra, 
it doesn’t really matter.”

Gibson-Gorrindo, a Los Osos resi
dent who runs a folk dancing session 
before the contra dance vzith her 
husband Keith, came with their four 
young children.

control over my feet. In contra,
*1 still don't think I have any

it doesn't really matter.’

more people that show up at the 
dance,” Mueller said.

The dance is popular in the Bay 
Area, Santa Barbara and Los Angeles, 
where dances are scheduled more 
often.

The atmosphere is laid-back. Dress 
codes don’t exist. Some women wear 
long, country-style skirts with frilly 
petticoats. Some wear pants. The men 
wear plaid shirts, jeans and sneakers, 
slacks or shorts and t-shirts.

“That's the enjoyable thing,” said 
Lompoc resident Bob Leonard. “You 
can come and go as you please, wear 
whatever you want.”

Newcomers may be confused at 
first, but as long as most of the 
dancers are experienced, it’s easy to

major forms of entertainment.
“People would move furniture out of 

the living or dining room, roll up the 
carpets,” said fiddler Jim Mueller, 
dressed in overalls for the evening’s 
performance. “Dances would go pretty 
much all night long. People would help 
the farmers milk the cows in the 
morning.”

Mueller, a Cal Poly math professor, 
said the dance almost died out after 
the Depression, with the onset of 
technology.

"Once the automobile became a 
sVap\e m most housetwAds, peopte no 
longer went to local dances. Instead, 
they could go to town and hear big 

’ bands,” he said. “The community 
became less important and going to 
the city became more popular.”

Community is back in fashion these 
days.

Mueller, joined by partners Amber 
Roullard and Jim Bolton, said the 
dance came to San Luis Obispo about 
six years ago. The Geezers, Hoffman, 
dancer Aaron Wright, and a handful of 
other people involved in contra danc
ing in Santa Barbara decided to bring 
them closer to home.

Now, singles, married couples and 
families of all ages mingle.

“It seems like each month there are

from bottled waler between dances. 
Most recharged their batteries with 
the refreshments provided at the 
break.

Brynn, a single woman with grown 
children, said the dances offer a 
cleaner, safer alternative to bars and 
clubs.

“I did that scene, I didn’t like that 
scene,” she said. “You don’t come here 
looking, you just come here to dance.”

But sometimes nature just takes its 
course.

Fran and Tom Coughlin met at a 
contra dance camp in the Sequoias 
about one year ago last September. 
Fran said it was an unexpected 
meeting.

the steps a little too complex.
........  _ “Sometimes I get mixed up and 

‘oh, lie has a nice smile, I should dance stuff,” he said, playing the good sport, 
with him.’ ”.............................................“I already did one dance and I liked it

Then he was gone. But they spotted even though it was hard.”
each other later and “the connection, ” " '' “ *-
the chemistry was there,” she said.
“He asked for a dance after that.”

They were married in July. And it community to the gatherings. Every- 
m’------- one is welcome.

“You don’t have to have any special 
experience or costumes,” he said. 
‘You can pretty much come here, and 
on the first night, just about dance

wasn’t an average wedding. The cou
ple were married during a contra 
dance at the grange hall, with the 
Geezers providing the anisic.

She smiled as she watched her on the first night, just about dance 
husband dance, dressed in wildly with eveiybody else.” 
clashing, multi-patterned shorts and 
short-sleeved shirt.

“As you can tell, eveiybody likes 
being really silly," Fran said. “He 
never wears anything that matches.”

The levity was apparent as some 
dancers just laughed off their mistakes 
when they missed a step or fell behind.

Greg Gorrindo, 6'/>, found some of
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Usually, dancers start out standing opposite each 
other in two lines. Couples dance with each other, 
then make their way down the line, dancing with 
other partners. Contra dances are less complex 
than square dancing, but it took 6-year-old Greg 
Gorrindo, above, a few tries to get it right.
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