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  The 
perfectly 
lozenge-shaped 
land mass commonly
 called Wight and formerly ‘Vectis’ 
is comprised entirely of neat stripes of 
sedimentary rock sitting proudly 2-3 miles from the
 British mainland’s south coast, separated by the Solent, an
 important shipping and recreational strait. The allegedly subtropical
 climate (not evident to all inhabitants) has attracted old-timers looking for 
a verdant sea-kissed haven from time immemorial. The 147 square miles is in some 
respects a very cute model Britain in miniature, with more than half designated
 as Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty. Largely rural, it is peppered with
 modest Victorian holiday resorts, small idyllic villages and a little 
 light industry. The Island is most noteworthy for its peaceful
 demeanour and friendly indigenous population, 
albeit with a leaning to insular views, as is
 common among island populations
 – especially in the long
 ago time-frame of
 1970
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    I don’t work for the festival. I’m not a Fiery Creator.

  


  Imake no apology for repeating my heartfelt thanks expressed in Volume One to the numerous friends, associates and supporters who helped make the original Isle of Wight Festivals possible and the many who have generously assisted in producing this work.


  It has been quite an adventure, meeting up with many spirits from the past, lifting the elusive veils of memory as well as reclaiming precious friendships. Along with former associates, we have also met, or otherwise conversed with, a large number of people unconnected with the organisation directly, but who were witnesses or participants. Our task would have been impossible without their input. Forty plus years is indeed a long time. So we are enormously grateful to so many contributors who have been generous with their time and diligent in recounting their stories accurately.


  Mother (the late Dorothy Ella Foulk) requires special salutation. She was our rock throughout our lives, not least during the festival period, though we might not have fully realised it at the time. Her role as supporter, backer and provider of office accommodation has been noted in Volume One. In 1970 she remained involved accommodating and feeding so many friends and festival workers. She was indispensible in caring for my children and was a trusted purveyor of tickets at the ticket booths. Mother did whatever was asked of her and never questioned our outlandish projects. We miss her testimony, but can guess at her words regarding these books, which in her great and positive spirit she would have lauded and said, ‘There’s not a hat big enough for me!’


  Others who have sadly passed on I must acknowledge for their valued involvement in our events. These include: my close colleague and early inspiration, Lauri Say, who died in 2010 at the age of 79; Phil Davis, with whom I stage-managed the London Rock and Roll Show, but tragically left us in his twenties in 1974; Harry Garrood, the indomitable electrical genius who held things together in all our outdoor events for five years; Steve Ross (later MP for the Island and then Lord Ross of Newport) 1926-93 who supported us throughout; Dr Douglas Quantrill, IW Rural District Council Medical Officer of Health, a defiant advocate of fair play and a stickler for common sense (memorable for his comment: talk of epidemics is a lot of tripe and nonsense – the only epidemic we have had was an outbreak of prejudice and intolerance); the amiable Reverend Robert Bowyer, committed friend of the young generation and coordinator of the sizable ecumenical church presence at the 1970 festival at Afton; Judy (Lewis) Gascoyne, housekeeper to Bob and Sara Dylan and most articulate chair at the pivotal 1970 Memorial Hall meetings (famously asserting her impartiality with “I don’t work for the festival. I’m not a Fiery Creator”; Bert Block, having delivered Bob Dylan to us, then procured most of the North American acts for 1970; Ron Ledger MP, proprietor of the Halland Hotel; another good friend to die young was Gary Farr, the only artist to play all three festivals; John Csaky, genius stage lighting designer and later founder of the Milton Keynes Bowl, a project which drew me into involvement with the new city; George Weeks, local builder and councillor, who helped fabricate the enormous quantity of toilet blocks and provided building labour; Dave Roe, the graphic artist who created our unique and magical public image in the spirit of the era; photographer, Charles Everest whose great talent and artistry captured so much of the 1970 festival through his viewfinder; fellow festival pioneer Lord Montagu of Beaulieu; Christopher Logue, journalist and poet; and lastly the unlikely young office/research assistant in our Mayfair office in 1972, Jeremy Beadle, who went on to huge fame as a TV prankster, and who died in 2008 aged 59.


  I am also happy to acknowledge significant opponents: Andrew Kerr, co-originator of the Glastonbury festivals, was good enough to provide an interview. Sadly Andrew passed away in 2014. The self-proclaimed anarchist, Mick Farren, died in 2013 and we failed to meet, before it was too late. Although the White Panthers’ founder was our chief adversary at Afton, his position is well-represented here since his antics inescapably form part of the overall story. Finally our pre- and post-festival adversary, Ald. Mark Woodnutt, MP, who passed away in 1974 at only 55, is also a key player in the history of the Isle of Wight Festivals.


  My first tribute to those still with us is to my co-author and daughter Caroline, who has shared the great task of research and writing. As with Volume One, her talent shines through wherever I look. She has a unique perspective of the festival years from a child’s standpoint. Other family members have been important testifiers, especially my brothers Ronnie and Bill. Back in 1970 Ronnie alone shared the experience right at the heart of the organisation, often more directly than myself. While he has left the main tasks to Caroline and me, he has made an indispensable contribution in reliving our exploits and cutting through the complexities to reach an accurate account of what really happened. Likewise, Bill has faithfully raked through issues, checked material and scrutinised the manuscript. My sister Jo and sister-in-law Lynne (once known as ‘Bunny’) have also been valuable witnesses.


  Of the original team it has been a delight to have long conversations with Peters Bull and Harrigan. The former unearthed a precious cache of photographs he created at the time as our stills photographer (many of which now grace the following pages), and the latter, known as ‘Flan’ at the time, was our press and publicity director and is now a director of Medina Publishing. Richard ‘Dick-C’ Clifton, Fiery Creations’ company secretary, produced many amusing anecdotes and recollections, as did Tony Harms, Bobby Condon, David Hill and Michael Baxter. The latter, now resident in my vicinity, has reminisced tirelessly and carefully studied the manuscript. Artist Caroline Coon, of Release, generously welcomed us to her studio home and provided a fascinating insight into the more radical characters and events of the counterculture. Ron ‘Turner’ Smith has had some great tales to tell. As the decades have passed he has shown his dynamism and community spirit in creating the Dimbola Museum & Galleries, former home of Julia Margaret Cameron where an exhibition of our festivals can now be seen – almost in sight of the Afton Festival – and outside of which stands a statue of Jimi Hendrix.


  We were glad to talk at length with Isle of Wight musicians Paul Athey and Mick Wood. Both have been life-long family friends and significantly were members of the first group to play at the first Isle of Wight Festival, the Halcyon Order. Pretty Things former drummer, Twink (Mohammed Abdullah, John Alder), has been a faithful custodian of information, not exaggerating, nor self-censoring where his memory was scant. Legs Larry Smith of the Bonzo Dog Band has also offered many amusing anecdotes from 1969 and supported us in our recent promo events. His sense of fun remains delightful. We appreciate our meeting with agent Barry Dickens, now of ITB, who negotiated for Jim Morrison and the Doors to take part despite the singer’s legal difficulties. His firm also booked Jimi Hendrix for the festival.


  Another notable interviewee was George Harrison’s ex-wife, the photographer Pattie Boyd, who was able to shed light on the Beatles’ relationship with Bob Dylan. She was kindly introduced to us by another well-connected hipster of the period, Carinthia West, who welcomed us to her London studios for the interviews.


  It was fabulous to renew my friendship with Daisy (Krishnamma) Hodges and to find her on impressive form. An intriguing lunch with Ronan O’Rahilly at the Chelsea Arts Club reminded me of his amusing eccentricity and was only surpassed by a memorable dinner with David Clarke, accompanied by his unruly Alsatian dog. The fearless landowner at East Afton and his ex-partner Sue greeted Caroline and me warmly and remembered playing host to the festival with great fondness. I have stated emphatically in the text that without the robust courage of the Clarkes, the 1970 Festival might never have happened.


  Dr Brian Hinton MBE, chairman of the Dimbola Trust, has been enormously generous. Brian, as the self-styled official historian of the Isle of Wight Festivals has been unstintingly supportive. We have benefited from his voluminous boxes of archives, now residing with us for the time being.


  My life-long partner/business associate, Jenny Lewis, daughter of the wonderful Judy (Lewis) Gascoyne, has been a great source of support and information, with festival anecdotes and recollections of her late mother. Other members of the Lewis clan have provided detailed accounts of a range of matters: Sister Sue and her husband Miles Oldershaw, brother Milo and father Michael Lewis.


  It was a tremendous pleasure to reminisce with the now-retired lawyer, Peter Steggles and his wonderful wife Vera. Peter was a fierce ally then and for many years after the festivals.


  We are indebted to Tony Speilbee, who spent some time reliving his acid-spiked adventures at Canvas City, providing an unusual glimpse into the experience of a young hippie on the ground at Afton. Roger Simmonds, too, with other generous veterans of the festival have given similarly detailed first-hand accounts. Grateful thanks also to John Hannam of Isle of Wight Radio who kindly provided some fascinating archive material.


  John Giddings, in the spirit of the greatest compliment, runs the current outstanding Isle of Wight Festival. He has always been extremely gracious about our festival heritage and kind to me and my family on a personal level. My youngest daughter Cordelia and I very much enjoyed being his guests at the 2010 Festival where we participated with him in a French TV documentary. Caroline and I again enjoyed seeing the show at full strength in 2015. It was intriguing to hear about his experience as a teenager at Afton in 1970 and how he came to be involved now. It was also a great pleasure to visit the Bestival as Rob da Bank’s guest, and similarly to visit him in London for a very useful interview.


  Alan and Tom Stroud from Cowes have been fantastically supportive. Alan, the author of the Island history series Yesterday’s Papers, features material from the Isle of Wight County Press decade by decade; the edition covering the sixties up to 1970 features the festivals very strongly. Alan’s son Tom, a well-known former radio deejay and documentary maker for Isle of Wight Radio has informed us with his encyclopaedic knowledge. Like Alan, he has given a huge amount of time assisting with ideas and source material as well as carefully checking the manuscript and proofs. Any remaining errors or omissions are strictly my responsibility.


  Among those who have read the manuscript and made many useful suggestions is Claire Palmer, my former environmentalist colleague and Green Party councillor, with whom we co-promoted the attempted revival of the festival in the nineties. I particularly thank music author Philip Norman for his sound advice and for looking at the project structure at the very outset.


  Katie (Buckland) Watson (Ronnie’s secretary), Bob Cotton (PR and publicity), Maggie (Foulk) Shipp (my former wife and Caroline’s mother and secretary in Exhibition Caterers), Leonie (Hayes) Frean (Inglefield receptionist) with whom we spent many delightful hours reminiscing, Dave Vaughn (No.1 driver), Chris Gardner (site and office worker), Vic Lewis (uniformed security chief), Jenny (Cotton) Hale, and Daryl ‘Dazzle’ Parker (a witness to some of the plotting by our 1970 opponents) have all been enthusiastic with their recollections.


  One notable episode in the 1970 story came from the instigator of the Canvas City inflatable dormitory tent, John Caulcutt. He shared his extraordinary story with us over lunch at his splendid manor house in Hampshire. John was virtually the only person to come out of the event with a substantial legitimate profit.


  Despite our differences, Murray Lerner was good enough to correspond with me about the ‘festival films’ chapter – films we started and he completed. I wholeheartedly acknowledge the high quality and valuable record these films contain, notwithstanding some of the unfortunate misrepresentation over which, I think it is fair to say, we agree to differ.


  The 1970 Isle of Wight Festival Veterans’ Facebook page, headed by Roger Simmonds has been a great resource and in particular we would like to thank him, Loris Valvona and Roland Bourgeaud for their boundless efforts in keeping the flame alive. Also very active on the veteran’s pages is Chris Weston, an electrician working with Harry Garrood at the 1970 Festival. He was also more than handy with his camera at the time and has since published his own superb collection in a fine limited edition book of photographs, also titled The Last Great Event. Chris can be seen in the festival films robustly measuring up to defend the festival in the face of a ‘radical’ verbal outburst. He has since been instrumental in research and making introductions, for which we are most grateful, and has supplied a number of photographs for this book. We are also extremely grateful to the Everest family, Andy, Neil, Nick, Viki, daughter-in-law Glenys, and Jayne, for maintaining and making available the superb photographic images appearing in this volume. We were fortunate to be taken to visit Charles Everest in early 2015, shortly before his death. The family are restoring and archiving Charles’ substantial treasured collection. The images in this book stand as a testament to their father’s artistry and their own dedication. The collection now comprehensively represents the 1970 festival and its great artists in its vivid and glorious colour.


  Along with everyone in the sector we owe thanks to Lord Stevenson who as a young man rescued this country’s festivals from being effectively banned. Following the Stevenson Committee report the Night Assemblies Bill, a nation-wide version of the Isle of Wight Act, was mercifully shelved and British festivals were allowed to grow and develop into what we have today.


  Finally I must express my gratitude to others who have helped bring these books into being. I have already mentioned Peter Harrigan, who steered us to publishing with Medina in the first place. Many thanks to the team at our publishers, led by director Kitty Carruthers. Kitty’s stoicism under pressure and skill with design has been integral to the quality of the final product. Grateful thanks also to our razor-sharp editor Liz Thomson and advisor Fanny Arbuthnott, without whom this publication would be less than it is – or perhaps I should say more, but of a lesser quality. Thank you one and all.
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  We organised three festivals, over consecutive years, which provoked the British Parliament to enact the Isle of Wight Bill, restricting further large-scale gatherings on the Island for decades to come. My brother Ronnie was 25 years old, my younger brother Bill 22. I was 24. We had on our hands one of the largest peacetime gatherings in history. The third Isle of Wight Festival, in August 1970, was the last, the pinnacle of our promoting achievements. It would prove unrepeatable.


  Stealing Dylan from Woodstock recounted the sheer naivety and ignorance of how it all began, with the planning and preparation for the first of the Isle of Wight Festivals in 1968, leading up to the celebrated Dylan event the following year. Key to the Isle of Wight phenomenon was the effect of Bob Dylan’s return to the public arena after a motorcycle accident in July 1966 – a return which was heralded by many at the time like a second parousia, a ‘return of the Messiah’ – without which the events could never have reached such a peak, for us at least. Dylan’s brief reappearance changed the history of the Island, establishing the utterly unhip backwater as a premier rock music destination. The so-called ‘fallow period’ which followed the accident – often neglected by critics – is in fact immensely rich artistically. When Dylan dipped his deified toe in the immense Woodside Bay crowd, he played just a fraction of the new music that had been gestating.


  This present volume concerns the 1970 Festival on which we embarked with our reputation as Fiery Creations, the leading authority in the open-air festival sector, newly burnished. We were honoured that both Jimi Hendrix and Jim Morrison were on the bill, though deeply saddened that for each of them the Isle of Wight was their final major performance and their last in the UK.


  While I have endeavoured to present a comprehensive guide to the story of the great gathering at East Afton Farm, I have also attempted to outline key aspects of this unique period of youth struggle, showing how its history is inseparable from our story. For those most deeply committed to sixties’ ideals, philosophy ranked over style. In London, Paris and Rome, and across the United States, 1968 had been a year of protest and riot. Yet ‘tune in, turn on and drop out’ remained the call to arms. Society became more liberal – in Britain, Harold Wilson’s reforming Labour government legalised abortion and, in the theatre, censorship was abolished. The counterculture had its own newspapers, International Times and Oz among many. With the music came drugs which offered mind-expanding trips into previously unexplored worlds inspiring far-out music and lyrics. With money in their pockets, the baby boom generation felt free to reject mainstream ideology, to sample the many lifestyle alternatives on offer and to rebel against parents, elders and authority. The rock festival provided a unique forum where all of this could come together.


  When the sixties generation pitched itself against the traditional values of white, middle class, western society, the rebellion manifested itself in long hair, beads and bell bottoms, a look that coincided with new sexual, artistic and other freedoms. The counterculture’s principal means of expression was through music, and the radicalism of the civil rights and anti-war campaigns, among others, found its way into song. With their issue-based lyrics, musicians were embraced by the growing ‘movement’ as philosophical messengers – the bearers of ideological glad tidings.


  Because the luminaries of rock enjoyed phenomenal album sales, sell-out concert tours and adulation, reaching a mass-market, they effectively added cohesion to the otherwise disparate counterculture. The gods and goddesses of the movement reaped commensurate financial rewards. Many rock stars soon became extremely rich, as did their managers and promoters. Artists who were the conscience of the generation eventually saw their moral leadership decline. Before that though the large-scale rock festival of the late sixties had become the place where the counterculture at its zenith came out to play.


  Pre-eminent among these events, the Isle of Wight Festival in Europe and Woodstock in the USA played that role in the brief history of the counterculture. In a sense, both festivals, staged within a fortnight of each other in 1969, marked the climax of that sixties crusade. The Isle of Wight Festival of August 1970 is often exaggeratedly cited as symptomatic of the demise of the Movement. Some commentators go so far as to claim that the sixties era of peace and love turned sour at this final Isle of Wight Festival.


  One function of the present book is to set the record straight, to tell it like it was and where necessary puncture some of the myths that have ballooned over the past 40 years. The task of debunking some of the nonsense is necessary in as many as four distinct areas. The reputations of the Isle of Wight Festivals – especially the 1970 event at Afton – have been tarnished, after coming under fire from very separate but not unexpected sources:


  1. Local opponents afraid of playing host to youthful degeneracy in all its feared forms (sex, drugs, and politically dubious activities).


  2. The radical fringe – anti-capitalists and free festival activists – against the Isle of Wight Festival as a commercial enterprise, as propagated through the underground press and other counterculture voices.


  3. Films requiring drama – the Murray Lerner films, nine titles to date – in which the 1970 Festival footage was purposefully edited to accentuate, exaggerate and manufacture scenes of conflict and disruption.


  4. The Woodstock legend – against which the Isle of Wight is often unfavourably judged – also built largely on celluloid.


  The giant 1970 Isle of Wight Festival was in fact almost entirely peaceful, despite a tiny minority of extremists pushing for social change by militant means. So far as the majority of the audience was concerned, they failed to impact on the festival at the time, at least in any meaningful way. But that’s not to say that certain incidents did not receive disproportionate media attention or seriously aggravate us, the organisers. Indeed, they not only despoiled the festival’s reputation but also that of the otherwise peaceful movement itself at that time. To besmirch the reputation of a generation of young people intent on doing good is regrettable. To simultaneously slur the considerable achievements of my family and fellow organisers is an irritant we have learned to live with. However, the radicals had a serious adverse impact upon the statutory and financial viability of the event, preventing any further counterculture ‘happening’ on the Island – or elsewhere for that matter.


  I have provided a detailed Chapter 13 on the films, how they came about and how they came to represent a most important aspect of our story. Woodstock’s own reputation as a symbol of the peace-and-love era is due not only to the unprecedented hype around a fairly disorderly, ostensibly non-violent event, promoted single-handedly by Warner Brothers’ cinematic blockbuster, but to the fact that Woodstock enjoys a fictionalised life of its own, representing the peaceful dimension of the American counterculture – in shorthand, ‘Woodstock Nation’. In reality, the Isle of Wight was an equally altruistic experience for most of the participants. The two festivals were equally commercial in their design and outlook – the only difference being that to the utter dismay of its financial backers Woodstock failed to complete its arena fencing on time and was declared free on the first day. The Island event was also a very much more enjoyable experience. Inadequate facilities, appalling weather and widely distributed bad acid reduced the American event to a disaster area.


  That was far from the case with our more fortunate English counterpart. While the 1970 Isle of Wight Festival basked in sunlight, it was also considerably larger than Woodstock. What was remarkable about Woodstock – the reason it won so many plaudits – was the fact that it proved possible for so many young people to assemble without rioting. Despite the mods and rockers’ clashes in south coast seaside resorts in 1964, it was not the British way to riot and battle with tear gas-wielding police. The Isle of Wight Festivals were presented in the confident knowledge that young people could and would assemble in large numbers without the need for control. Ironically, their peaceful behaviour was not seen as remarkable or even worth celebrating.


  In sum, the following chapters amount to the true story of an extraordinary episode in youth culture at a time when unprecedented social change and a wholesale reassessment of social norms was taking place around us. ‘The Movement’ became quickly passé as the seventies unfolded, the notions of community, caring for one another and sharing planetary resources mocked by many as ‘the hippie’ became an easy target for derision. Yet, at its heart, the counterculture was well-intentioned and at its best transformative, even if in some eyes insufferably naïve. Perhaps I remain so, as I believe that as 21st century generations face intractable global issues – over-population, climate change, war and terrorism – never has it been more urgent that humanity reconnect with the best of 1960s idealism and values.


  I consider it a duty to history and to colleagues, participants, friends, relatives, fans and all those who were involved in our festivals to present this account in as transparent a way as possible. The book is part personal memoir and part synthesis of the various strands which came together to create an extraordinary phenomenon which was beyond the wildest dreams of its participants.


  The event has since returned in two very fine reincarnations: the Isle of Wight Festival (relaunched in 2002) and Bestival (from 2004), both award-winning events on the British festival calendar. This seems a great development for the beautiful garden isle which has a glorious cultural heritage but which is sadly still in search of a sustainable future for its young people.


  Long may the festival tradition continue.
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          Bob Dylan and Sara Dylan arriving backstage, Isle of Wight, 31 August 1969.

        
      

    
  


  


  The Story So Far…
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    Stealing Dylan From Woodstock

  


  Volume one chronicled the journey of the Foulk brothers from lowly beginnings to promoting at the highest level in the world of rock. In 1968, Ronnie, Bill and I were in our early twenties and looked unlikely impresarios. At the outset, I was married with a young family and running my own printing business. Ronnie, the eldest and the instigator, had a flair for selling. As a former estate agent, he was keen to be his own boss. He helped me with my business until poached to raise funds for IWISPA (‘I whisper’), the Isle of Wight Indoor Swimming Pool Association. Bill was still a film student at the Royal College of Art.


  When IWISPA offered Ronnie a commission for fundraising, we brothers kicked around ideas. I’d set up the local CND group and so had some experience as an organiser and I understood the power of advertising following a five-year stint at the Isle of Wight County Press. Ronnie liked the idea of a concert. Together we began planning a music festival to run as an all-nighter. Ronnie was keen to sign Jimi Hendrix, who had recently triumphed at Woburn Abbey. Having received a flat “no” from the guitarist’s management, Ronnie, with his great charm, approached other agents and stumbled upon the Clayman Agency in the East End of London. Clayman, unbelievably, offered him Jefferson Airplane, who were seeking to fill a further date on their European tour. Suddenly an event to be hosted in the sleepy village of Godshill had an international dimension.


  With some difficulty we were able to borrow against ticket receipts. A small team was assembled. My socialist friend, engineer Ron ‘Turner’ Smith, volunteered his services to create an arena and construct a makeshift stage. Portsmouth promoter Rikki Farr had experience as an MC/producer and was keen to take part, although it was John Peel as compère whose dulcet tones would carry the event through the chilly night hours of the last Saturday in August. A great name like Jefferson Airplane gave credibility to an event that was little more than a night-time fête. Others were happy to play alongside them, including the Crazy World of Arthur Brown and Tyrannosaurus Rex.


  There should have been an impressive audience but only 10,000 or so turned out. While we were delighted with the success of the event we found the attendance disappointing. The experience taught us that the Isle of Wight was not a great place for a musical event. The Solent, which separated this tiny patch of God’s earth from the mainland, was a huge encumbrance to travellers. We pledged to mount another festival but to do it properly, recognising that only a world-beating act would draw an audience over the water. Bob Dylan seemed an implausible proposition, only marginally more likely than the other two acts in that class, the Beatles (almost broken up) or Elvis (not a festival act). Dylan had rarely been seen in the three years since his motorcycle accident in 1966. He had acquired the cult status normally afforded to dead artists as his clutch of early sixties albums informed the generation of activists, hippies and counterculturalists coming to even wider prominence in the late sixties. Meanwhile, the singer-songwriter himself was moving on, making music with the members of his backing group, the Hawks, soon to be known as the Band. With Blonde on Blonde, his 1966 double album, storming the charts on both sides of the Atlantic, Dylan made another sharp turn and cut the country-influenced John Wesley Harding.


  Although Dylan seemed quite unattainable, I badgered his manager, Bert Block, and was given a glimmer of hope and repeatedly advised to try again in ‘a few weeks’. We brothers schemed over how to lure the reclusive star despite the fact that our infrastructure basically amounted to a sparsely furnished former bedroom in our mother’s house. I nurtured a rapport with Block, spotting that we were on the same side – both of us wanting to see Bob Dylan back on stage. Competing on price was out of the question so we fixed on a plan to offer Dylan and his family a superb Isle of Wight holiday.


  Simultaneously, Michael Lang of Woodstock Ventures had his own plan to entice Dylan out to play. By siting the Woodstock Festival practically in Dylan’s backyard, it seemed a done deal, for – as Bert Block let on – Dylan was limbering up for a live performance. In fact as the Woodstock event began gaining momentum as a viable prospect, Dylan, reluctant leader of the sixties counterculture, became increasingly riled at the behaviour of over-zealous fans who were approaching his family home with more and more boldness.


  When I received the call that Dylan was interested and needed more information, we worked round the clock to create an enticing package, including a brochure and raw film footage of Isle of Wight attractions. Within days, Block delivered the crazy news via phone and telegram that Dylan and the Band would accept. Dylan had remained elusive for three-and-a-half years, giving just three unannounced appearances. At the last of these, he’d popped up to join the Band in their encore at an Edwardsville University gig, just two days before Bert Block confirmed he would accept the Isle of Wight invitation.


  I was immediately summoned to New York to meet Dylan and sign contracts. It was a daunting prospect for a youth without a passport or experience of foreign travel. Evidence of our ability to meet the fee was scrabbled together with hair-raising precariousness. The Dylan meeting took place in New York’s Drake Hotel. After a stressful trip, I returned having sealed the deal.


  To mount a festival of such unprecedented proportions was a massive challenge for Fiery Creations Ltd, our newly formed company. Raising capital, building a suitable stage and arena, managing local politics and making comfortable a troupe of world-class rock stars were just some of the tasks at hand. Some prospective backers were simply disbelieving. Nobody could foresee the interest from as far away as Canada, the US, Australia and New Zealand.


  All had to be in place within a six-week time frame. Fiery Creations approached the work in as businesslike a manner as we could muster. With Dylan on the bill, the Who, Joe Cocker, Tom Paxton, Julie Felix, the Moody Blues, the Pretty Things, the Nice, Bonzo Dog Band and others were happy to share Dylan’s stage, thus creating an impressive line-up.


  Mr and Mrs Dylan and their children boarded the QE2 in New York harbour on Friday 15 August – the day the Woodstock Festival started – only to disembark shortly afterwards when their three-year-old son was injured by a cabin door and suffered minor concussion. The ship’s captain would not permit him to sail and he had to be checked over at a local hospital. The Dylans eventually flew over a week later.


  Shielding the star from the world’s press was a major preoccupation, and staff taken on by Fiery Creations could be problematic in their adulation and had to be restrained. Three of the Beatles arrived to pay homage at Dylan’s secluded farmhouse residence. Following extraordinary media attention, Dylan agreed to a one-off press conference, held at Seaview’s Halland Hotel, to slake the thirst of the paparazzi.


  While the Dylans set about enjoying their island holiday, attendance began building ahead of the August Bank Holiday weekend. Hippies and good-timers, longhairs and celebrities alike came ashore with every ferry, some 150,000 in total, well exceeding the resident population. It seemed they really would sink the Isle of Wight – as Fiery Creations’ own slogan suggested.


  The festival ran remarkably smoothly until technical problems with the microphones delayed Dylan’s appearance. Dylan himself was itchy with nerves, trapped in a trailer without a toilet and unaware of the bun fight taking place in the press arena close by, hacks cheek-by-jowl with sundry Rolling Stones and all manner of famous folk. Tension rose as the wait increased. Rikki Farr surpassed himself as MC keeping the vast audience at bay with soothing banter for the “good people” and admonishments for the unruly press.


  The stage curtains, specially installed for Dylan, finally parted to reveal a new incarnation of the once radical folk-rock star, who looked and sounded entirely different – healthy, white-suited, crooning in country tones, yet again surprising his fans. It was late by the time he came on stage and Dylan felt constrained to play no more than the allotted one-hour set to which he had signed up. Uncharitable reporters claimed it had been cut short. Some in the press and in the audience expressed disappointment that there was no supersession jamming with the Beatles, Stones and Blind Faith as hyped-up in some of the pre-festival speculation. However Dylan was warmly received and his historic performance was well-delivered though negative publicity and other pressures may have helped drive him back into his private world for another few years.


  The event was a triumph for Fiery Creations. We were on top of the world but wondering however we could top or even equal this event. There was no available star in the world with the pull of Dylan. A solution had to be sought.
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  1: The Carnival is Over
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    Jim Morrison watched Hendrix proceed to the stage, magnificent in the repaired butterfly costume, and exclaimed: “Hey, look. An actual movie. Hey, that’s beautiful. Looks like a priest going to the altar.”

  


  “THE POP SINGER and guitarist, Jimi Hendrix is dead…The 27 year-old American musician was found unconscious this morning, after a suspected drug overdose. He was taken by ambulance to St Mary Abbot’s Hospital in West London…Jimi Hendrix recently performed at the giant pop festival on the Isle of Wight…”


  Molten lead in my ears…I struggled to catch my own breath – the news from the wireless was too goddamn heavy. What on earth?…


  It was a dizzying moment. I froze with shock. I was in my cream suit, in front of my oversized desk. It was the afternoon of 18 September – just 17 days since I had stood sentinel, yards from the Palladian stage, beholding Jimi’s ‘Blue Wild Angel’ music.


  Today I’d been treading old ground, searching for something…an urgently needed document in the filing cabinets; on the floor; in the bin even. Now what? How to face the rest of this weird day. More hours of punishment by wailing creditors? Paper attack. Telephone attack. Envelopes had settled like snow, obscuring the huge plate-glass surface. Clustering, objectionable, like an avalanche never to be shifted. I had to puzzle it out. He had been sylphlike, but… dead?


  The devastating news cast the prosaic features of any normal existence into sharp relief. The office, so carefully designed with modernist furnishings within a traditional Wedgewood-blue setting, was grandiose for a youth of 24, but we had not taken any chances. I needed the prestige to offset my juvenile appearance. However, the outcome of the festival, looming over us like the end of an era, was now reinforced by an altogether graver accomplice.


  The media circus began winding up again. The switchboard was fielding incessant calls. But whatever we were going through was as nothing compared to what would be happening in the Hendrix camp. In an upstairs office, a desperate call was put through to my older brother, Ronnie. It was Dick Katz, Jimi’s London agent – the former jazz pianist and a real nice old boy, according to Ronnie (in fact he was only in his early forties). My brother had lunched with him several times while organising the festival contracts. Katz was in a desperate state and trying to get hold of Mike Jeffrey. Hendrix’ manager was missing at this awful moment and his agent concluded he could be with us. Of course, he was not.


  My usually charming brother was taking the news badly. Ronnie burst into the office yet again – blonde, haystack hair flying, blue eyes flashing – raving as he thrust a flyer under my nose. My eye fell upon the strap line: Isle of Wight des Kontinents.


  “Bloody rude! They call themselves the Isle of Wight Festival of Europe.” The pitch of his voice was oscillating strangely.


  “Talk about ripping off our name…” I said, snatching up the leaflet.


  Ronnie persisted. He had been on the Hendrix topic for some hours now. It was providing a sorry diversion from our considerable financial woes.


  “Mike Jeffrey’s gone missing. There’s a world of frenzied hacks asking probing questions. I really blame these Fehmarn people you know…If they hadn’t put together such a shit show Billy Cox wouldn’t have been spiked with bad acid… the tour would have carried on.”


  In fact, the Fehmarn Festival, held on the weekend following ours, had collapsed half-way through in utter mayhem, with backstage cash looted at gun point, machine gun fire, filthy weather, an electrocution on stage, and Hendrix quitting his set – followed by his bass player Billy Cox being hospitalised after he was spiked with acid.


  “Well I suppose they weren’t to know they were going to get all that trouble.”


  I had this knack of provoking debate, even though I agreed with him. But Ronnie was having none of it. His tone began ramping up to a shriek.


  “It’s like Woodstock all over again! They call themselves the peace and love festival, and like them they get a load of aggro, only this time it’s terminal…Now look what’s happened!”


  I tried to calm him down for his own sake, if not for mine.


  “We don’t really know what went on. I don’t see how the weather was their fault and it’s not as if the Hells Angels attacked Jimi directly. But all the other stuff…” I was having the opposite effect.


  “What’re you on about! Jimi wouldn’t have been kicking around in London having overdoses!”


  I knew I wouldn’t console my tunnel-visioned and determined brother by arguing. He was probably blaming himself somehow, though God knows it had nothing to do with our event. It was too raw. Jimi had passed through our hands and it seemed like somehow we had sent him to his death. Ronnie had booked Jimi to play the Isle of Wight, and, even here, Hendrix, majestic as he was, had been shaky. There but for the grace…


  Eighteen days earlier. By late afternoon, Jimi Hendrix’s road crew had told Ralph McTell that Jimi was still in some debutante’s back garden on the other side of the Island. They said we would have to drag him out and tie him to the microphone if he was going to play at all.


  By 6 pm even that whisper of doubt was murderous to our nerves. For Ronnie and me, the arrival of our main man was everything. The minutes were dragging out. Then, out of the blackness, Hendrix strode purposefully forward, an apparition preparing to enter the citadel. From his vehicle to his dressing room trailer he was in reasonable time, but tension mounted.


  The heroic natural landscape of the Island’s chalk downs, colourfully populated by hippies, flags and tents, formed the southern flank of the already vast arena. With 250,000 souls, the panorama knew no historical precedent. Not even the spectacle of Circus Maximus could have compared. The patchwork of humanity had knitted together over five days. I could not comprehend the measure of it backstage but when I crept up to the wings it gripped me by my senses: the enveloping sound, the epic sight, the multifarious odours. The distant beacons, delineating the arena, were fluorescent strip-lights in the gloom. They stretched back – miniscule glimmering dashes among a multitude of flecks peppering the night. Those camped illegally on the altitudinous downs provided splashes of fire and torchlight, creating the sense of a tremendous crater, almost interplanetary in scale; alien, like an extra-terrestrial army.


  Preparations around the stage were beset w ith difficulties. A nother interminable delay was due this time in part to sound and power problems. It felt excruciatingly similar to the wait for Bob Dylan’s appearance at Woodside Bay the year before. The show was the first British concert by Hendrix in 18 months so the hacks were out in full force, largely thanks to Ronnie and his PR sidekick, Peter Harrigan, and their feverish manipulations. Hendrix had already given around a dozen press interviews in the few days he had been back. Rather curiously, he had revealed that he was less than satisfied with the current sound of his music, which hadn’t changed significantly in years. “I can’t think of anything new to add,” he had lamented in an interview with Roy Hollingworth.1


  Hendrix was focused, attentive and apparently sober for the performance to the largest audience of his career, though his attitude was a shade downbeat. He was scarecrow-thin, a vision with a full afro and High Noon moustache, his handsome, dreamy, tawny complexion and moody full lips cast in a mostly serious expression. As the moment for his appearance loomed, Jimi became troubled by the sleeves of his exotic ‘butterfly’ velvet suit, described by Germaine Greer as ‘a psychedelic minstrel clown’s gear.’2 The extravagant sleeves kept catching on the guitar strings, making it difficult to play. The colouring of flame orange with dark lozenges reading as black seemed to allude somehow to our own Fiery Creations banner. We searched for somebody with a needle and thread and the ability to use it – somebody who would be sensitive to the needs of a nervous star in the ascendancy. It happened that DJ Jeff Dexter had a previous incarnation as a tailor. Once a needle and thread had been sourced, and with help from Margaret Redding (mother of Noel, Hendrix’s former bass player), he attended to costume repairs before Jimi could go on.


  Moments like these were always difficult. Although we worked so closely together, it was rare to see my two brothers both backstage and within view at the same moment. Ronnie, clad in his heavy sheepskin, was busy charming a prominent gentleman of the press. My younger brother, Bill, a film student, the coolest of the three of us – the first bloke we had known with long hair – was stonewalling some photographer trying to gain admission. I reflected on how incredible it was that he had suggested Hendrix two years earlier for Godshill when Ronnie and I had scarcely heard of him. Bill had the advantage of being ensconced in the laboratory of the avant-garde at the Royal College of Art, where everything was happening. His two older brothers were, in comparison, country bumpkins. Here I was now, sharing the helm of this international enterprise, ready to assist with whatever problem was going to hit next, and feeling like an over-anxious parent at a school concert, barely able to watch and ultimately powerless.


  Yards from me, I could see that there was plenty of goodwill for Jimi to make a success of his performance. Joan Baez was to follow him. She was well wrapped up in her stylish hippie fur and she put her arms around him for a hug. Richie Havens took him to one side for a pep talk and learned of some of his troubles. Jimi was murmuring: “I’m having a real bad time with my managers and lawyers. They’re killing me. Everything is wired against me and it’s getting so bad I can’t eat or sleep.” Shocked at how ill he looked, “Like he had been up for days.” Havens offered to put him in touch with a good lawyer, Johanan Vigoda, whom he described as a legend in the music world.


  Pink Floyd’s road crew helped with Jimi’s stage rig and, extraordinarily, David Gilmour, who happened to be hanging out backstage, was persuaded to take the desk and mix the sound for the performance.


  As he made his way to the stage, Hendrix was mobbed by a wall of film lights and a phalanx of reporters and photographers. He was followed by a limping man struggling with an enormous camera. A few yards away, Jim Morrison – having returned to the festival to see Hendrix play – was giving an interview to John Tobler.3 Morrison watched Hendrix proceed to the stage, magnificent in the repaired butterfly costume, and exclaimed: “Hey, look. An actual movie. Hey, that’s beautiful. Looks like a priest going to the altar.”


  As Hendrix reached the backstage ramp, a French female journalist managed to grab his attention. “How do you get your inspiration?”


  “From the people,” he uttered without hesitation.


  “French kids?”


  “From French kids?”


  “Yeah, we are French.”


  “Yeah, right, from the people. When they really show that they’re really, you know, they’re for a genuine purpose, to enjoy themselves – as long as they don’t be too critical.” Jimi wagged his finger as he made this last utterance. Richie Havens stepped in letting Jimi know that he was in a caravan right nearby.


  Hendrix proceeded up the ramp and stepped under the large stencilled sign, ARTISTES ONLY. He appeared suddenly vulnerable, incredibly alone. He turned and shouted back: “I’ve got a gig waiting for me in the laundromat.” But chaos of a different sort resumed on the other side of the barrier. Roadies, managers and hangers-on scurried about. Tour manager Gerry Stickells fielded his artist’s questions about the recording microphones, with assurances that nothing could be used without permission.


  An audience announcement by Jeff Dexter boomed out, giving a clue that we were nearly there – something was about to happen: “Can we have everybody at the front sitting down so that everybody can see,” the DJ entreated. The artists and crew were hidden behind the wall of Marshall amps. Last-minute adjustments, instructions and briefings revealed a certain unpreparedness on the part of the artist. Jimi asked Stickells first for a guitar pick and then, “How does ‘God Save the Queen’ go? I’ve forgotten.” Stickells rendered the tune: “Da, Da, Da, Daa, Da-Da.” Jimi wanted to know if it would be cool to stay and see either Leonard Cohen or Richie Havens or both. Stickells agreed, but wanted to get away promptly afterwards. “Otherwise we’ll be stuck for hours in all these people!” Jeff Dexter, focusing on his immediate task, popped up in front of Jimi: “Is there anything in particular you’d like me to say to introduce you?”


  “Just say Billy Cox on bass. Mitch Mitchell on drums, and, erm, you know… and whoever’s gonna be playing guitar, you know. It’s called the Blue Wild Angel.”


  “The what?” returned Jeff coyly.


  “The Wild Blue Angel Music.” Jeff grinned, childishly embarrassed, and pawed Jimi’s face uncertainly as if to say come off it man, don’t have me on.


  The artist, now equally embarrassed, countered with “Yeah, right. Edit!”


  Jimi continued to voice his concern about the concert being recorded and Stickells reassured him once again that he was going to take care of it.


  After 90 minutes, the crowd was fidgety. It was gone midnight – now into Monday morning – and this was a climax, if not the climax, of the past five days and nights. As Hendrix’s sidemen took their positions at the front of the stage, Dexter approached the microphone.


  “A bit more volume on this one, Charlie. It’s gonna need it. Let’s have a big welcome for Billy Cox on bass.” Audience cheers. “Mitch Mitchell on drums.” More cheers. “And the man with the guitar, Jimi Hendrix.” More and prolonged cheers.


  So the DJ made no mention of the ‘Blue Wild Angel’ music. Perhaps Jimi should have insisted – apparently the name was derived from his days in the 101st Airborne Division of the US Army. As Hendrix stepped to the mic the applause continued. He began in suitably sardonic form.


  “Yeah! Thank you very much for showing up. You’re really good and outtasight. And thank you for waiting. It has been a long time hasn’t it?” He gave the V sign. “That does mean peace and not this.” He turned his hand to give the two-finger alternative. “OK, give us about a minute to tune up, right.”


  More disorganisation followed with roadies still scurrying about and the sound of drum beats and extraneous guitar. Jimi’s focus shifted constantly from Billy to Mitch as he conducted them ceaselessly with endless signs and expressions. In less than a minute, he was back at the mic.


  “It’s so good to be back in England. We have to start off with a thing that everybody knows out there. You could all join in and start singing. As a matter of fact, it would sound better if you stand up – for your country – and start singing. If you don’t, fuck you.”


  Vivacious brunette Kirsten Nefer was a 24 year-old Danish model, standing just yards away from the guitarist. They had met for the first time two days earlier. It was she who accompanied Jimi to the festival. He had told Kirsten he wanted her on stage. “Stay where I can see you, because it’s you I’m playing for.” And there she stayed in an obscure corner, watching and waiting.


  The Jim Hendrix concert began, a slow start – surrealistically – with the distorted first verse of ‘God Save the Queen’ reverberating across the plains of Afton and bouncing off the high ground of Devastation Hill and swiftly followed by an altogether different anthem, ‘Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band’.


  Following ‘Spanish Castle Magic’, he turned to the Bob Dylan standard, ‘All Along the Watchtower’, the song the guitarist himself had wrought into one of the great rock classics. It stirred rather than ignited the crowd on this occasion. Hendrix then introduced a 20-minute version of his anti-war marathon, ‘Machine Gun’, with, “Yeah! There’s a whole lot of head games going on sometimes. Sometimes they leak out, as the way they use their powers and so forth, and play their head games on other people, which we call W – A – R. So I could dedicate this one to all the soldiers that are fighting in Birmingham. All the skinheads.” Jeers and cheers. “Yeah, well, ya know, well man, yeah. Hey man, yeah. All the soldiers fighting in Bournemouth, London – oh yeah, all the soldiers fighting in Vietnam, I almost forgot man. So many wars going on.”


  Some radio interference from festival security transmissions cut in. “Are you receiving us?” bleeped the voice of a guard, punctuating the song. It seemed only to add to the mystery. After ‘Lover Man’, Jimi was at last in his stride and he reintroduced himself.


  “OK, we’re gonna start all over again. How ya doin’ England? Glad to see you. We’ll do this thing called ‘Freedom’.”


  ‘Foxy Lady’ marked the half-way point of the set and was introduced with some more audience banter. “This is dedicated to Linda; to the cat right there with the silver face; dedicated to Kirsten, Karen and a little four-year-old girl. And I’d like to say thank you for the last three years. One of these days we’ll get together again. Thanks for showing up. You’re outtasight.”


  The cat with the silver face was Nik Turner from Hawkwind. Linda (Keith) was an ex-lover with whom Jimi had become re-acquainted on this European trip, although she was by then engaged to someone else. Jimi had seduced her away from Keith Richards in New York in 1966. (Richards recalls: “Linda Keith was the one that first broke my heart…The thing about being a songwriter is, even if you’ve been fucked over, you can find consolation in writing about it, and pour it out…Basically, Linda is ‘Ruby Tuesday’…”4)


  Linda was certainly on Jimi’s mind for, as well as the dedication, he changed the words of the song ‘Red House’ to, “I think I’ve gotta get out of here/ Because my Linda don’t live here no more.” As Jimi dedicated his tribute to Linda Keith, observing from the wings was Karen Davis, known to Jimi from New York, as well as Kirsten Nefer, faithfully following the performer’s instruction to watch “real close by”.


  The concert was imperfect, but its raggedness was part of the texture. At times the amps were faulty, guitars out of true, but the music was enchanting and wove a spell giving the general impression of authentic beauty.


  I pondered an anxious moment during ‘Foxy Lady’. Jimi was delighting many fans with his traditional party trick of twanging the guitar with his teeth. He performed ‘Message to Love’ but not before a further missive to his audience. “You know one of these little songs man. Damn, I was just trying to get other things together. I just woke up about two minutes ago. Was recording some little things. But I don’t think. I dunno. I think I’ll play something a little more familiar ’cos I ain’t came. There, I came. Thank you very much. Good night.”


  I wandered back from the stage to get a view from the arena. It was no ordinary nightly promenade. Treading on some raggle-taggle hippie was a real danger. As a whole, the crowd felt like a living, groaning, breathing animal. Torchlight, firelight, lanterns played in my brain like sparks from a dragon. It was no drug-induced impression – unless adrenalin counts. Surely, never had so many clustered together, dedicated in their worship – not to God, not to anything.


  The trio on stage zipped and yowled through ‘Hey Baby’, ‘Ezy Ryder’, ‘Hey Joe’, ‘Purple Haze’ and ‘Voodoo Chile (Slight Return)’.


  Extraordinarily, company secretary Richard ‘Dick-C’ Clifton recalls that our motor-mouth MC and stage manager, the inimitable Rikki Farr (of whom we will hear a good deal more), reappeared backstage after a lengthy absence and began throwing his considerable weight about. He was concerned about the length of time Hendrix had been on and issued the command: “Hendrix off! Hendrix off, now!”5


  The three-piece, oblivious to this, concluded with ‘In From the Storm’, and performed no encore. Jimi left the stage, throwing down his guitar, which landed with an irreverent thud on the floor, after what turned out to be a final, prescient, farewell.


  “Thank you for being so patient. Maybe one of these days we’ll do it again. I really do hope so.”


  Jimi, Billy and Mitch had given nearly two hours of themselves. Jimi had been fully alert, vital and (whether or not under the influence of drugs) completely compos mentis. Even if others felt his performance below par, he had impressed me greatly. Whether my view was coloured by relief, whether I lionised him for this reason alone, I could not say. But there had been an undeniable fragility about this star. He was clearly physically and mentally exhausted.


  More frenetic activity ensued. The mountain of amplifiers, speakers and other gear was cleared from the stage but, just as the drum kit was being dismantled, there was a foreboding announcement over the PA. I was now standing at the side of the arena, several hundred yards away, when the DJ began drawling into the PA perfectly calmly; in fact, even more deadpan than usual.


  “We have a fire on stage. If there’s any firemen anywhere in the area that could help put the fire out as soon as possible.”


  My ears had not deceived me, even after four nights jazzed-up from no sleep – nor did my eyes. Thick white smoke billowed from the top right-hand corner of the stage roof. Flames could also be seen amid the cloudy blur. Amazingly, the crowd remained calm with just the usual shuffling around between acts. I thought: Well this is it, the final defeat. This must be the end. We had weathered the slings and arrows of the excruciating journey, all the way to this final lap. By rights, by the clock, the festival should have been over by this point, but yet again the programme was running hopelessly late. We had three of our top acts to go, and an ignominious and dangerous end seemed to be upon us. Was this the final act of vandalism by the anarchists who had menaced us for days? The DJ’s plea was unremitting and I was starting to panic. “Fire on stage. We have a fire on stage. If somebody in the area has any means of getting water on to the stage to put the fire out…”


  My eyes sought potential fire fighters as well as the assailants responsible. The stage announcement continued as I raced over to the incident. Seconds later, two men appeared on the roof, illuminated by arc lights from a film crew. Then over the PA: “Somebody just said it’s only a firework. Well – we did a concert once before like this, and someone threw a firework on the stage and the next moment the stage was a wreck.”


  Despite the pessimism, the fire was quickly extinguished. Apparently it was a magnesium flare, a marine distress rocket. By the time I arrived at the foot of the smouldering canopy, only the pungent smell lingered – as it did for the remaining hours of the festival.


  Here was an irony: How our headliner, Arthur Brown, had struggled to ignite his famous flaming headgear two years before. He must have worked on it for a full 30 minutes in a windswept field. The Godshill Festival of 1968 had been our low-key beginning and all we had wanted back then was ‘Hell Fire…’


  * * *


  Arthur Brown’s difficulties are described in the previous volume, Stealing Dylan from Woodstock. We now pick up the story where Volume 1 ends, after the second Isle of Wight Festival in September 1969.


  


  1 Melody Maker, 5 September, 1970.


  2 Germaine Greer talking backstage.


  3 Zig Zag Magazine.


  4 Keith Richards, Life, London 2011


  5 Dick-C’s recollection is “the Hendrix set was way too long and far from his best – and he knew it. He stayed too long and I think elements in the audience were beginning to dish some stick.
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  2: The ’69 Backlash
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    To evoke the Holocaust in his cause was one thing, but more disturbing was the subtext.

  


  First of September 1969. Following the previous day’s historic comeback concert Bob and Sara Dylan left the Island with friends, George and Pattie (Boyd) Harrison. For us, remaining in Totland Bay as newly-fledged entrepreneurs, it was almost unbelievable how our lives had been turned around in just a few short weeks. After receiving the news on 16 July that Dylan would play our festival so much had been done and so much had happened in the intervening 46 days we scarcely had time to draw breath. Coming out of the other side our personal, business and emotional existence was transformed. We now had a chance to take stock. While still amateur promoters we were no longer small-time unknowns in some quiet cultural backwater. Rather, we were the acclaimed promoters of Europe’s largest and most celebrated festival. Not being ‘professional,’ however, was something we were more than proud of since this was a major attribute we ascribed to our achievement. Where established music biz moguls had failed, it was our modesty that succeeded. Such a notion, I have no doubt, also contained the seeds of our eventual difficulties. We were so inflated that we believed we could achieve anything. We were invincible.


  While not having made a fortune or anything like, we had stabilised our situation. For Ronnie and me, for the first time in our business careers, we were not firefighting on the financial front. It was in this environment that optimism abounded as we schemed to create the next event as the world’s greatest ever festival. Not that we specifically described it as such but we were blinkered in the belief that it was essential to equal or surpass the Dylan triumph if we were to succeed again with a festival on our difficult-to-get-to island.


  With a determination to stick with us, our team regrouped to share the euphoria at our makeshift offices in Mother’s home, Tavistock House. As well as Bill, his wife Linda, and our sister Jo (partnered with graphic designer, Dave ‘Bean’ Roe), Ronnie and I were joined by ‘Dick-C’ Clifton, Fiery Creations company secretary (and erstwhile manager of my solent-G printing business) and PR supremo Peter ‘Flan’ Harrigan. Bill’s friends from college, Peter Bull, Nick Wright and David Hill and my former CND buddy Bob Cotton, all of whom had worked on the event, also joined us. Stage manager Rikki Farr had returned to his boutiques and band management in Portsmouth and site construction manager, Ron ‘Turner’ Smith, was also absent, valiantly dismantling and clearing the litter-strewn site at Woodside Bay, while also refocussing on his engineering factory in Yarmouth. It is worth noting that all present were between the ages of 20 and 25.


  Being so pleased with our success we limited our immediate tasks to two areas: (1) clearing up post-festival matters and (2) planning for the next event. Naïvely, we remained oblivious of another, equally vital, concern.


  It was a week later when the start of a disturbing backlash surfaced. With the benefit of Ronnie and Flan’s assiduous efforts we had thus far enjoyed excellent media coverage, before, during and after the festival, which had been hugely positive, notwithstanding some tabloid nonsense and mischief-making. We readily dismissed the latter as it was so heavily eclipsed by the more serious coverage, and indeed praise, in the music press, broadcast media and quality newspapers. The local evening papers (The News and the Southern Evening Echo) based in Portsmouth and Southampton and circulated on the Island, had also reported the festival in most favourable terms.


  It was left to the Isle of Wight County Press (my former employer), the following weekend, to deliver the establishment’s opening salvo against our enterprise. As the near-monopoly of local news, the County Press, was taken by almost every home and business on the Island , and as such was an important and ubiquitous voice.1


  Despite the global media interest this mouthpiece of Island power, money and authority had conspicuously failed to print a single word about the festival.


  
    The fervour in which Dylan was held by music fans peaked with his Isle of Wight appearance. The headline performance at Wootton [Woodside Bay] would put the Island at the centre of a musical coup with massive, global appeal – except, that is, for the County Press, who had yet to mention it.2

  


  While this traditional, conservative organ boycotted the international event the rest of the provincial, national and international media was whipping up a storm about the return of Bob Dylan. Local news which merited coverage in our Island newspaper included reports on ‘Carisbrooke Cottage Gardens Annual Show’, the ‘Town and Village Carnivals’, and ‘Ducks crossing the road at Bembridge duck pond’.


  Once the festival was over, the next edition of the County Press, which came out on the following Saturday, did report that there had been an event at Wootton. The paper now reported and opined and printed entire pages of readers’ letters, including some of the most poisonous bigotry imaginable. Their campaign – and it was clearly an anti-festival campaign – was launched with a quasi-leading article penned by the Island’s Conservative MP, Alderman Mark Woodnutt, headlined ‘What Price Pop?’ It was to our genuine astonishment that the festival, which had propelled the Isle of Wight into the limelight as one of the coolest places on earth, was apparently resented by the Island’s elders.


  A lengthy, dry report of the festival appeared under the headline ‘POP FESTIVAL INVASION’. The intro was clear enough:


  
    The Island was this week slowly recovering from the hammer blow of pop with its attendant retinue of strangely garbed young people who gave the impression that it was a Hindu prayer meeting on the Ganges rather than a music festival in the Garden Isle.

  


  The news coverage was slightly more balanced, actually mentioning the performances. However, a deluge of readers’ letters and the editorial, What Price Pop? signed MW (clearly Mark Woodnutt) were fiercely hostile. Even their editor emeritus, Walter Sibbick, in his Islander’s Notes column a week later, raised the question of MW’s anonymity with, ‘Why did the author hide his or her light under a bushel of initials?’ On reflection the answer seems plain enough. Although signalled to have been written by Woodnutt, What Price Pop? had been inserted as an editorial to associate the paper itself with the content. By retaining Woodnutt’s initials, it thereby carried the combined authority of both the Isle of Wight County Press and the elected Member of Parliament. And it is worth adding that the proprietor of the newspaper, Lt Col. C W Brannon mc td dl jp, was also the chairman of the Isle of Wight Conservative Association.


  While letters of complaint were predictable – though hardly expected in such large numbers or degree of hostility – sight of the editorial came as a shock. The County Press was not known for taking a direct stance on issues and did not normally publish a leader column. The editorial page was used primarily for ‘letters to the editor’. The paper’s politics were aired more subtly, usually by way of prominence given to pro-Conservative Party stories, especially fawning over the ‘Member’s’ every utterance. In the case of the major festival just held at Woodside Bay, the previous policy of total boycott was now reversed.


  What Price Pop? contained some reasonable argument and imagery but frequently lurched into the abusive:


  
    [despairing] of human beings who could leave such an indescribable scene of litter and filth behind them…


    What of the possible dangers to public health in the Island when 150,000 people crowd together in a few fields for four days? “Hygiene,” one man is reported to have told a national newspaper “is the least of our worries…”


    However hard the progressive left-wingers may try to wring up a smile in their self idolizing mirrors, the publicity given to the Island could not have been worse.

  


  Letters ranged from the critical to the bigoted and downright offensive, filling pages of the Island broadsheet for weeks to come. Frequently anonymous, the prejudicial remarks were often extreme.


  
    The Isle of Wight Pop Festival appears to be merely an excuse for dirty people to behave in a dirty manner, to music. The resulting VD, illegitimate births and drug addiction will become obvious. The site is far less attractive than the most sleazy fairground or circus and smells far worse…


    Signed, Disgusted

  


  For our part we were outraged and amused simultaneously – amused in the sense that the sheer ignorance was laughable, and also, in our youthful glee, that we had succeeded in winding-up these ‘fascist pigs’. What we failed to appreciate, however, this was not merely a patch of rough weather; it was the thunder before the storm. We had seriously upset a lot of people – even though these new-found opponents were only a minority of Islanders, they were the vocal and powerful minority. They were furious and had time at their disposal to mobilise and campaign to prevent us from repeating the ‘monstrous spectacle’.


  Nevertheless, what seemed a minor local setback was offset by the comfort of most of the rest of the press coverage, not least of all the nationals – which was not just positive, but flattering in praise of a well-organised, orderly and enjoyable event. Certainly there were criticisms, some fair and some less so, but nothing in the hostile language of the County Press. Meanwhile the principal authority we did care about and had been acutely conscious of keeping onside, the Hampshire and Isle of Wight Constabulary, was highly complementary about the orderliness of the event.
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