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Square dance: It's not exactly simple — or square

(Photo: Elisha Page - Argus Leader)

Microphone in hand, square dance caller Mike Hogan cues up a song as groups of
couples take their places on the floor.

As the men and women grasp hands, the energetic Omaha man with an easy
smile clicks the mouse on his laptop and starts to sing, "She looked good, she
looked fine, swing and promenade," weaving dancing directions into the tune of
"Do Wah Diddy."

"This one is brand new, so if I mess it up, I have another half a dance to make it up to you," says Hogan, leading a
room of dancers through pass throughs, allemandes, spin chains and wheel arounds in a recent Sioux Falls
dance.

At the dance hosted by the Sioux Falls Shirts & Skirts Square Dance Club, the steps might be vaguely familiar to
anyone who did the "square dance unit" in elementary school gym class, but that's where the similarities end, says
Lanny Beam, who also serves as a square dance teacher and recent president of the South Dakota Square Dance
Association.

"The activity has really evolved over the years," says Beam, taking a break between dances to talk. "You learn the
steps and then you take them to the floor. What's challenging is being able to think on your feet and follow what's
happening."

Square dancing grew out of traditional folk dancing and regional traditions that go back to early American pioneers,
who brought dance steps to their new country and communities. By the 1950s, Americans were embracing
"modern western square dance," where groups of four couples follow "calls," directions given by speaking and
song.

Square dancing is still popular, but new members are needed for the Sioux Falls area group.

The majority of square dancers, including two Sioux Falls clubs, dance at what is called "mainstream," a
complexity level that involves knowing 69 different calls. Some dancers go on to learn more, dancing at "plus,"
"advanced" or "challenge levels," learning hundreds of steps and movements.
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Hogan started studying to become a caller at age 13, and today he books nearly 150 events a year. He says many
callers have a repertoire that includes everything from the standard country and western tunes to big band music
and the pop music of the '50s through today.

Square dancing to Lady Gaga?

"I'll use Lady Gaga, Bruno Mars — as long as it dances well, it doesn't matter when it was recorded," Hogan says.
"We're taking the activity to the next generation, and that means using the music they listen to, not their
grandparents' music."

Hogan, who works in radio, mixes two styles of calling. One is "patter," where spoken directions are given over a
backing track of music. The other is "singing" calls, where Hogan sings the lyrics of a song, adding directions for
movement as he goes without a script or a set plan.

With a schedule already booking into 2017, Hogan has seen groups across the country that are trying to adapt to
square dancing's biggest challenge: drawing in younger dancers. Things have changed a bit since he started
calling in 1976.

"Square dancing is as exciting today as it's ever been, but we have to draw in those people who are in their 30s
and 40s, who are busier than ever," Hogan said. "If you can get them there to learn it, you'll have them."

Rose Marie Wingert, president of Shirts & Skirts, said her group is doing what it can to raise awareness of square
dancing. They recently did a demonstration at the farmers market at 8th & Railroad, where they intentionally didn't
wear their western-style costumes.

"It's great exercise and fun — you'll walk as much as 3 miles when you're dancing," Wingert says. "You don't have
to have the shirts and skirts; it's casual, and you're doing something healthy without having to work at it."

Wingert said her club is offering lessons beginning in September, in an effort to bring more people to the activity.
Learning the steps helps them dance, and the friendliness of the dancers keeps them coming back, she says.

Sandy Abney took her first square dance class two years ago. Her brother had been a square dance caller, but
until his unexpected death, she hadn't really considered giving it a try. So she went to a one-day course and
followed up with a few beginner classes and a VHS tape that went over the basic moves.

"I sort of felt him tapping me on the shoulder, and I really felt like I wanted to do it," said Abney, who now serves as
president of the Spares & Pairs Square Dance Club. "I wish I would have tried it sooner."

Abney, who has plans to go to a leadership and training class for callers later this year, said the square dance
community is a close-knit group, where members regularly visit other clubs. The more dancers learn, the more fun
they have, she said.

"You're only as strong as your weakest link," Abney said. "When you learn more, you add more to what you do and
it really strengthens the club."

Dances frequently include square dancers from around the region and sometimes even farther away.

On a recent Saturday night dance held in Sioux Falls, Ted Campbell and Dot Tunstall circled together in matching
outfits with black western-style shirts and pants. The couple from West Columbia, S.C., are trying to square dance
in all 50 states. Their visit to Sioux Falls would mark state 42.

"It's a beautiful way to see the country, and square dance people are great people, wherever you go," Campbell
said.

"We have a good time wherever we go," Tunstall adds.

The couple started their journey, taking trips to states across the country in their RV, two years ago, and they
expect it will take at least another year for them to complete it. They can't wait to mark all 50 states off their card



and then start again, they said.

Near them, a Moville, Iowa, couple twirled around the floor while their son and his wife and their three children
watched in amazement. They had never seen the couple square dance before.

Lisa Carr of Dell Rapids said she was truly impressed by her husband's parents, Tom and Linda Carr, who had just
started dancing the previous winter in Arizona. She noted that everyone on the dance floor was smiling, even as
they concentrated on the steps.

"I didn't know what to expect, but this looks just fantastic," Lisa Carr said. "I can tell you just can't get out there and
fake it."

Tom Carr says the couple loves the way dancing keeps them physically and mentally active. He and his wife
worked hard to learn the steps — not an easy job, he says.

"I won't lie, it makes your brain work," he said. "As you get older, you do what you can to have fun and keep your
mind moving."

Beam, who is organizing the Sioux Empire Hoedown, a regional event that will bring hundreds of square dancers
to Sioux Falls in November, moved several times through the years with his wife, Sheryl. Every time, the couple
found that square dancing helped them connect the fastest with their new friends and neighbors.

"You may meet people at church or your children's Scout troop, but these are the friendships that are long-lasting,"
Beam said. "We jumped in with both feet when we started, and there's a reason for that."

In recent years, Beam has taken training to become a caller and taught square dancing classes because he wants
to see this activity continue.

"You don't dance to compete or to stand out. You dance with people, so you can't stay isolated," Beam said.

"It's hard not to join that community."

If you go

Square dance classes:

• What: Series of lessons by Shirts & Skirts Square Dance Club, open to singles or couples

• When: Beginning Sept. 23, 7:30-9:30 p.m. Tuesdays and Thursdays

• Where: 6300 E. 26th St.

• Cost: First class free; following classes are $3/person

• For information: Contact Lanny or Sheryl Beam at 332-7391.

• What: A one-day square dance class from Spares and Pairs Square Dance Club; for information, call Sandy
Abney at 435-201-3260.

Square dances to watch or participate in:

• What: Shirts & Skirts Square Dance Club

• When: 7:30 to 10 p.m. the first and third Saturdays of the month

• Where: Active Generations, 2300 W. 46th St.

• What: Spares & Pairs Square Dance Club

• When: 6:30 to 9 p.m. the second and fourth Sundays of the month



• Where: Youth Enrichment Services Eastside Center, 700 S. Sneve Ave.

Sioux Empire Hoedown

• When: Nov. 7-8

• Where: Ramkota Exhibit Hall, 3200 W. Maple St.

• What: Square dancers from around the region will come for two days of dancing, workshops and a gospel music
sing-along

• To register or for information: Call Lanny or Sheryl Beam at 332-7391

• For information about square dancing in the region: Visit www.sdsquaredance.com
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