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Just get me an electric lawnmower

The great joy of compiling this personal and socio-cultural history has been in rekindling 
so many past associations and friendships. Too often in our transient modern life we lose 

touch with friends on the way but I have been prompted to reconnect with those who were 
involved with the events of more than four decades ago. Memory plays as a strange and 
moving target and the many delightful interviews have allowed me to pin down a real, first-
hand account of events that was in danger of being lost. 

Sadly, for some it proved too late, most notably my early inspirational colleague, Lauri 
Say, who died in 2010 at the age of 79. At the other extreme, the tragic loss of young Phil 
Davis, with whom I co-show produced the London Rock and Roll Show, died of a brain 
tumour as long ago as 1974. Also remembered among the young is Gary Farr, the only 
artist to play all three festivals. Other key players are, Harry Garrood, the indomitable 
electrician genius who powered up all of our outdoor events; Steve Ross 1926-93 (later 
MP and then Lord Ross of Newport) who with Turner Smith got us into the whole thing 
in the first place and supported us throughout; the marvellous Dr Douglas Quantrill, IW 
Rural District Council Medical Officer of Health, who famously defended our festivals to 
the press, “Talk of epidemics is a lot of tripe and nonsense. The only epidemic we have had 
was an outbreak of prejudice and intolerance.” Sadly, our dear and close family friend; Judy 
(Lewis) Gascoigne, housekeeper to Bob and Sara Dylan is departed – a most articulate 
supporter when the going got dangerously rough in the 1970 Memorial Hall meetings. 

A generous toast to Bert Block, who not only delivered Bob Dylan to us, but procured 
most of the North American acts for the 1970 festival; Ron Ledger MP, proprietor of the 
Halland Hotel, who became a backer in 1969 and was a life-saver with accommodation, 
seeing us through many a crisis and John Csaky, stage lighting designer and later founder 
of the Milton Keynes Bowl, over which I was drawn into working with the new city to plan 
its leisure content.  I must acknowledge George Weeks, local builder and councillor, who 
magnificently helped create the large number of deep trench latrine toilet blocks for 1970 
and provided building labour for all the festivals. Belatedly we received news of the passing 
of Dave Roe after many attempts to track him down. His loss is poignant, especially as it 
was his zany and brilliant graphic designs which captured a visual image for the festivals, 
giving the Isle of Wight its psychedelic credentials. Of our drivers we remember Dave Parr, 
who gladly recalled for us the momentous journey in his transit van bringing Dylan and the 
Beatles to the festival site. The flamboyant Suri Krishnamma, a more prominent presence 
in 1970 was in ‘69 chauffeur to the Band. Sadly, our former nemesis, Mick Farren passed 
away in 2013, before we had the opportunity to meet up. Last but by no means least is our 
dear departed patient mother, Ella who put up with international pop festivals being run 
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from her home. Without her enduring help and support we would surely have floundered.
My first tribute among the living is to my co-author, Caroline, my second daughter 

who has participated in many of my endeavours throughout most of her adult life. Together, 
we have tackled the mountainous task of research and writing, putting the Isle of Wight 
Festival jigsaw back together again. Caroline was just four in 1970 and so viewed the 
festivals through the prism of childhood relying largely upon the memories of others and 
the written and audio/visual records, coloured by a vivid recollection of many of the cast 
of characters. Her flair and punctilious research shines through in every chapter, adding 
indispensably to my own chronicle of events. Other family members have provided an 
invaluable resource, not least of all my brothers Ronnie, his wife Lynne, Bill, and sister Jo. 
Ronnie is the only person to have experienced matters right at the nexus of the organisation, 
and in many cases more directly than myself. He has been as keen as me to see the true 
story told and while he has left the main tasks to Caroline and me he has made a huge 
contribution in re-living our exploits, checking and re-checking manuscripts and helping 
fathom some of the complexities of reaching an accurate account of what really happened. 
Likewise, Bill has been generous with his time talking through issues, checking material 
and scrutinising the manuscript.

Of the original teams we have had the benefit of lengthy conversations and 
correspondence with Peter Bull, now a long established resident of Australia, who 
safeguarded and shared his precious cache of photographs – and for the purpose of this 
book scanned and restored them with his usual care and precision. Likewise we are indebted 
to Hollywood cinematographer, Stephen Goldblatt who in his youth took photographs at 
Woodside Bay as our official stage and backstage photographer, stored them safely and 
generously gave us easy access after painstakingly scanning his photographs at a high 
resolution. 

My thanks to Jason Purvor and his father Colin Purvor, photographer of Jimi Hendrix 
studying Bob Dylan’s Blonde on Blonde songbook for the rights to reproduce this historic 
image appearing towards the end of this volume. Thanks also to Alain le Garsmeur for 
generously providing the photograph of my brothers and me at Farringford appearing in 
Plate 1. 

Dick-C (Clifton) produced many amusing anecdotes and recollections, as did Tony 
Harms, Bobby Condon, David Hill and Michael Baxter. The latter, an Oxfordshire 
neighbour these days, has amusingly reminisced and carefully studied the manuscript. 
Caroline Coon, of Release, was extremely generous with her time, providing a unique 
insight into the carryings-on of some of the more radical elements of the counterculture. 
Ron ‘Turner’ Smith had good tales to tell and reminded me, for instance, of his modest 
request of remuneration for building the site for the first festival: ‘Just get me an electric 
lawnmower.”  

It was delightful to meet Daisy (Krishnamma) Hodges again and glean from her 
crucial nuggets of information otherwise lost. We had the pleasure of meeting up with 
Pretty Things former drummer, Twink (Mohamed Abdulla, John Alder), but in general 
we have avoided pestering artists since much of what they recall is already publicised. Two 
exceptions, local musicians Paul Athey and Mick Wood, gave their valuable recollections. 
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Both have been life-long family friends and significantly were members of the first group to 
blast off the Isle of Wight festival tradition, with group ‘Halcyon Order’ on 31 August 1968.

Of all the artists we would have liked to have talked to, Bob Dylan himself would have 
been indispensable to ascertain certain facts and suppositions, but alas, it was not to be. 
We did, however consult Jeff Rosen on his behalf at Blue Rider Music and must thank him 
for pointing up potentially erroneous content in the manuscript. I also thank Jeff and his 
colleague Callie Gladman for organising permission to reproduce the many lines from Bob 
Dylan lyrics and quotations from Bob Dylan Chronicles Vol.I . We talked at length with Bob 
Dylan’s worldwide agent, Barry Dickens of ITB, the same agent who delivered the Doors to 
us for the 1970 festival. 

I am most grateful to Marian Stradling and Harrisongs Ltd for permission to reproduce 
the complete Lyric of ‘Behind That Locked Door’, written by the late and dearly missed 
George Harrison on the occasion of the 1969 Isle of Wight Festival, addressed to Bob Dylan. 
We were delighted to meet with Pattie Boyd in her studio and discuss her stay with George at 
Dylan’s hideaway farmhouse in Bembridge. Thanks to Carinthia West for putting us in touch 
with Pattie. Chris Colley, Bob’s chauffeur provided generous encouragement and excellent 
anecdotes, told in his inimitable way. Two others not available, but who feature strongly in the 
text, despite many attempts to meet up are Jeff Dexter and Rikki Farr.

Dr Brian Hinton MBE, chairman of the Dimbola Trust, the museum at Freshwater Bay, 
where the current IOW Festival exhibition is housed—almost in sight of the Afton (1970) 
Festival—has been enormously generous. Brian, as the self-styled official historian of the Isle 
of Wight festivals, is a mine of information and already the author of two previous books on 
the subject. We have received amazing support from Brian and the benefit of his voluminous 
boxes of archives, which have been in our possession for the past three years.

My life-long associate, Jenny Lewis, daughter of Judy (Lewis) Gascoigne, 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 details on a range of matters, including sister 
Sue, her husband Miles Oldersahw, brother Milo and father Michael Lewis.  

It was wonderful to reminisce with the now retired lawyer, Peter Steggles, a very big 
man—and I don’t just mean physically—who stood by us at every turn, seeing us through 
many a scrape.   

John Giddings, who now runs the current Isle of Wight Festival—and an excellent job 
he makes of it, too—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 festival where we participated with him in a French 
TV documentary about the events, past and present. We have since talked to John 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.

The remarkable father and son, Alan and Tom Stroud from Cowes have been fantastically 
supportive. Alan is the author of the local book series, Yesterdays Papers, featuring material 
from the Isle of Wight County Press, decade by decade, and in which the latest edition, 
covering the sixties up to 1970, features the festivals very strongly. Tom is a prominent Isle of 
Wight deejay and documentary maker for Isle of Wight Radio. Both gentlemen have devoted 
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hours and hours in assisting with ideas and source material as well as carefully checking the 
manuscript. I should add, however, that any remaining errors or omissions are strictly my own 
and I take all responsibility.  

Others I must thank are Claire Palmer, my former environmentalist colleague and Green 
Councillor, with whom we co-promoted the attempted revival of the festival in the nineties. 
Claire has been an enthusiastic supporter and has contributed her fine graphic design work 
to my otherwise duller photo arrangements; Fanny Dubes Arbuthnott provided invaluable 
editorial guidance on the illustrations and captions;  Bob Hundley has been an expert aide with 
cartography and graphic design; Mike Sutton and Ken Cowley, both serious Dylanologists, 
have read the text through and provided much welcomed comment and corrections; Michael 
Gray, Dylan expert and author, discussed with me his references to the 1969 festival in his 
Song and Dance Man and festival review in Rolling Stone; Chris Hockenhull’s scholarly 
reconstruction of the Dylan Festival in Fourth Time Around served as a valuable resource 
and I am also grateful to Chris for permission to include his transcript of the press conference 
at the Halland Hotel. 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/Secretary at Exhibition Caterers), Dave Vaughn (No.1 driver), 
Chris Gardner (site and office worker), Vic Lewis (uniformed security chief ), Jenny (Cotton) 
Hale, Tony Hacker (Historic Ryde Society), Charles Everest (photographer) and Dazzel 
Parker (a witness to the plotting among our 1970 opponents) have all been enthusiastic with 
their recollections. We are grateful  to Sid Chiverton of Fairfields Farm, Godshill who greeted 
us warmly and showed us the Ford Farm site – after so many years we may never have found it. 

The Isle of Wight Festivals Facebook page, headed by Roger Simmonds has been a useful 
resource and in particular we would like to thank him, Loris Valvona and Roland Bourgeaud 
for their great 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 on the 
ball with his camera at the time and has since published his own superb collection in a fine 
limited edition book of photographs. Chris has been instrumental in research and making 
introductions, for which we are most grateful.  

I must acknowledge my good friend, poet/actor/writer Heathcote Williams, himself 
a former festival promoter (Elephant Fair) and major sixties counter-culturalist—
notwithstanding his views on Bob Dylan. He has been a major inspiration and the main 
person to urge me to write this book.

We owe most grateful thanks to Kitty Carruthers and Peter Harrigan of Medina 
Publishing. Kitty’s skill, tenacity and common sense in particular have prevailed over this 
project, merging our untidy drafts into professional pages. Good friend Peter Harrigan, the 
original director of press and publicity and keeper of the huge press cutting archive over the 
intervening decades has been invaluable. It is Peter who steered us to publishing with Medina 
in the first place. Thanks to everybody at Medina.

Finally we salute all the groovy dudes who trekked to the Isle of Wight all those years 
ago, from the stars with their talent and allure, to each audience member with sparse 
equipment and giant enthusiasm. The festivals were great because of the presence of each 
and every one.
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PROLOGUE

. . . a period as intensely interesting as any other in his life

The coolest cat ever to gambol over the great continents that comprise the 
billion corners of this blue, pearly planet was our guest. He was visitor to our 
unlikely and parochial island that had little to boast of other than as a bolthole 
of Victorian royalty, pious photographers, poets and writers of bygone days. 
Bob Dylan – rakish, chiselled, wild of hair and eye like the clichéd romantic 
symbolist straight from his starveling garret – had put the ‘oo’ in cool, the 
‘amour’ in glamour and zip in hip. Was there ‘hip’ (street-sharp, fast talking, 
foxiness, erudition) before Bob Dylan? If he didn’t invent the term, certainly 
whoever passed as ‘hip’ after 1965 was measured against him. 

This one human being was raised up, messiah-like, to a status afforded to 
no other. Even the Beatles, recently blasted into stratospheric stardom and 
described by Lennon as more popular than Jesus, were profoundly humbled 
by a singer-songwriter from Minnesota who, through his rasping rambles, 
made ‘intelligence’ an aspiration. Bob Dylan can be credited with changing 
the face of contemporary music, writing and popular culture for an entire 
generation for decades thereafter. 

The ‘Dylan’ effect continues to percolate through society at all levels today – 
whether we like or dislike his music and despite the churlish acknowledgement 
and frequent disdain of the man himself. Dylan aficionados, Bobcats, hanker 
for every measly scrap of song or spoken word just as Picassoites once gathered 
each and every globule of pigment delivered from the master’s brush. No less 
are the movements, statements and actions of this one human being deified 
and continuously analysed. 
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This Volume is part personal memoir, part history of the 1968 and 1969 Isle of 
Wight Festivals, and a study of the role of the singular star of the latter occasion; 
how such an unlikely scenario unfolded and how the event was positioned in 
Bob Dylan’s own extraordinary story. The occasion was situated in the middle 
of a period of more than seven years during which the Isle of Wight was Dylan’s 
only pre-announced or paid performance – a period as intensely interesting as 
any other in his life and more generally, if not thereby, in the history of rock. 

As for these first two festivals, they represent the beginning of the journey, 
from a ‘fête at night’, through the Dylan festival – an event on the scale of 
Woodstock and held within a fortnight of the iconic American happening – 
and paved the way for the 1970 Isle of Wight Festival, billed at the time as the 
Last Great Event. This was the greatest rock festival the world had yet seen and 
is the subject of  Volume Two.



T h e 
per fec t l y 

l oze n ge -s h a p e d 
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 the 

late  1960s



Bob Dylan and Ray Foulk.
Opposite (left to right): Bert Block, Rikki Farr, Rick Danko, Robbie Robertson,  
Bob Dylan, Ray Foulk.



1: Alfred Lord Tennyson

If we don’t throw them some red meat they’ll keep on 
hounding us at the gates and make everybody’s life a misery

Given our financial exposure, it was vital to do more to promote ticket 
sales. The whole festival caboodle depended on them. I looked at 

the tousled figure trading frowning glances with his large and dewy-eyed 
accomplice. The old tables were paper-strewn and infested with trailing cables 
– the telephone was permanently operational. From the moment Ronnie 
opened his penetrating glazzies – there was a phone positioned by his bed 
– my brother was attached to its curly wire. Along the short trudge down the 
ornately-carpeted hallway from his bedroom where pressman Peter (Flan) 
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Harrigan would occasionally crash after a late night, was a suite of telephones 
waiting to greet him. The lounge-cum-office, in all its modesty, abounded with 
this most vital instrument of communication.

Ronnie and Flan were working flat out to generate publicity – and that 
meant on Bob Dylan – so for me to bleat on about our undertakings not to let 
reporters near the superstar while he and his wife Sara were on holiday at our 
rented farmhouse hideaway was not going down too well in the office, tipping 
me into a full scale row with Ronnie and Flan. We were all really shattered 
from the high stress and long hours as the festival inexorably loomed and my 
brother was treading the same old ground. I lost my patience. 

“Look, if we let the hacks in, his manager’ll fuckin’ freak.”
“Your precious Bert Block – it’s all you think about.” Ronnie snapped. “If 

we don’t get these tickets moving faster, the bank’ll fuckin’ well freak. And 
worse, the whole thing’ll collapse.” 

“Don’t exaggerate. If we let hacks in, Dylan won’t talk to them anyway. 
We’ll have a shit-show and they’ll just write about how bloody unfriendly the 
guy is.” 

“Well at least they’ll write something,” Flan interjected, betraying his 
desperation.   

“And that’s you lot all over isn’t it? Any publicity’ll do, and sod the damage.” 
Voices were raised as Ronnie defended his press officer. “You just want to 

keep him wrapped in cotton wool. THIRTY-SEVEN GRAND and we’re 
not allowed to use him at all! Get fucking real will you . . .”  

 “Look, shut up you lot! I’m talking to Southern Television. We’ve no 
time as it is.” This pleading interjection came from my other brother, Bill, 
the quiet one with long hair. He smothered the mouthpiece with his hands. 
He was frantically trying to arrange for a cameraman to visit the coast and 
film a watery backdrop for a TV ad. Our mother’s upstairs lounge, with its 
charming sea view, was offering limited space as the nerve centre of a world 
class media.

In lower tones I pointed out the enormous coverage we had been receiving, 
but Ronnie and Flan were having none of it. They were pathologically 
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hungry for the next big headline. However, I was more than aware of the 
financial imperative to keep the ticket sales going. I reluctantly conceded that 
drumming up stories, irresponsible or not, about the Beatles and other stars 
coming to perform with Bob Dylan was fair sport, especially as Bob himself 
had said he would like to jam with the Beatles.

As the star’s manager complained to me about the press attention at the 
gates, I relayed to him Ronnie’s urgent concern about getting more publicity 
for the festival. Bert Block was a jovial, former bandleader from way back 
but maintained a no-nonsense attitude where his artists were concerned. 
Even though he used to represent Louis Armstrong and Billie Holiday, 
astonishingly this was the biggest gig in which he had ever been involved, 
and he was a man set to fulfil his duties extremely diligently. I had my work 
cut out to convince the tall, greying, moustachioed manager that we needed 
more coverage. Bert himself was one of my own pet projects – looking after 
the man who looked after Dylan.

“There’ve been pictures in all the papers of Bob’s arrival,” he asserted, 
justifying his unyielding stance.

“Yes,” I concurred, “but now the story’s going cold. Unless the reporters 
can talk to Bob, there’s nothing new for them to write about. Besides, if we 
don’t throw them some red meat they’ll keep on hounding us at the gates and 
make everybody’s life a misery.” 

While debating in the gardens of Dylan’s Forelands Farmhouse holiday 
residence we could hear the persistent hollers and scuffles of journalists at 
the wrought iron gates where we had stationed around the clock security 
guards. “Bob . . . Come an’ talk to us Bob . . . hey Bobby Dylan! Just a few 
words for yer fans!” Bert glanced over and, with lines of frustration across 
his brow, he promptly conceded something may be possible. We worked 
out the idea of asking Dylan to talk to reporters, on a ‘once only’ basis, from 
which emerged the suggestion of a formal press conference. Deploying his 
legendary diplomatic skills, Bert tactfully approached Dylan and somehow 
succeeded in persuading him to agree – but in the misguided belief that this 
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would satisfy the press and they would then go away. The event was duly set 
for the following afternoon, Wednesday 27 August.  

Not for the first time I prevailed upon our friend Ron Ledger. Now it was 
to host a press conference at his seafront hotel, the Halland. The Labour MP 
already had half the Band staying there, along with Rolling Stone Charlie 
Watts and friends and many others in the rock fraternity. It was an ideal 
location and the necessary facilities could be set up in the ballroom. Ronnie 
and Peter were cock-a-hoop. 

“Now you’re talking,” exclaimed my older brother. “I told you it was worth 
having a go. Peter, get onto the PA and Reuters immediately . . . Christine, get 
me Apple on the phone, and that PR hack – what’s his name? You know, Max, 
the one that was hustling to help yesterday. . .” Thus, Ronnie and Flan swung 
their publicity machine into overdrive, which here meant phoning around 
inviting all the national press, news agencies, radio, television, and as many 
local papers as they could contact in time. Bert Block arranged for CBS to 
hire publicist Leslie Perrin to come down from London to represent Dylan. 
Ronnie instructed the young PR consultant Max Clifford and the Beatles 
publicists Tony Barrow and Derek Taylor to ensure that all the national media 
turned up. The Isle of Wight County Press, however, was conspicuous by its 
apathy, as the ubiquitous local organ – keeper of the Island’s Tory conscience 
– continued its complete boycott of the festival and news blackout on the 
(supposed) keeper of the youth conscience.

A neat apparition in white slacks and slip-on shoes emerged from the 
Bembridge farmhouse. The wild coiffure was tamed and the black shades 
clamped over his eyes. Was this a man too cool to need hippie accessories? 
He was ushered inside the hired Humber Super Snipe limo by our gangly, 
innocent friend, Chris Colley. Chris might have had any number of festival 
jobs. Working as Dylan’s chauffeur meant little to him. His wincing reaction to 
Dylan’s sound on the radio had been, “Christ Almighty, whose is that voice?” 
It occurred to me that he was perfect for the job. The last thing our main man 
needed was the embarrassment of starry-eyed staff. I reappraised our prize. It 
was beginning to dawn on me that Dylan himself was markedly different in 
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appearance to the wired, gaunt and dangerous figure of 1966. He was surely 
fuller of face with a pencil moustache, light casual clothing including the slip-
on shoes – even, and almost shockingly, a gentle expression.

Accompanying this curiously healthy-looking star was his unofficial road 
manager, the hard-bitten New York journalist Al Aronowitz, who provided 
the perfect foil to Dylan’s unexpected mildness. 

Bert Block was to have the pleasure of my driving once again. Peter 
Harrigan, his assistant David Hill and show producer Rikki Farr were already 
there – the latter doubling as our flamboyant emcee, complete with Wyatt 
Earp headgear and stretch-crotch cavalry twills. He had instructions to get 
stuck in on Bob’s behalf if the going got rough. As we entered the crowded 
ballroom, Dylan sought Rikki’s assurance that if any problems arose in the 
questioning he would be ready to intervene. Rikki was as authoritative as he 
was effusive in his response. “Sure Bob, if you’ve any doubts at all just pass it 
on to me and I’ll deal with it. That’s what I’m here for.”

A long table was set up for a seven-man panel, bizarrely before a backdrop 
of murals depicting knights of old and lions and unicorns. A substantial crowd 
of journalists, photographers and newsreel cameramen set up their tripods 
and paraphernalia and jostled for position. Dylan took the centre chair, 
flanked by myself and the Band’s Robbie Robertson. Supporting me to the 
left were the tender-aged David and Flan. To Robbie’s right were Rick Danko 
and Rikki Farr. Behind, on either side of Bob, like secret service bodyguards, 
stood Leslie Perrin and Al Aronowitz. I don’t know who we thought we were, 
lining up like the Politburo.

The overall scene had a strange air of carnival about it, at least until the 
questions began, when it then became more surreal than jolly. Some of 
the reporters would have been present at the famously sparky exchange in 
London four years earlier, in which the singer had arrived prepared, with his 
own prop – an oversized light bulb. He had been playful and more than up 
to the challenge of a witty exchange. This was a different and more guarded 
creature facing them at the Halland. 

The uncompromising mix of dumb questioning from reporters and 
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deliberately obtuse answering from the star shed scant insight on the art of 
Bob Dylan. BBC television’s Ronnie Burns opened with banal predictability: 
“Why come to the Isle of Wight?” to which he got a line about wanting to 
see the home of Alfred Lord Tennyson. This was followed with a request for 
Dylan’s views about young people taking drugs. Of course, he didn’t have 
any such views, though he wished he had, and if he had he would have been 
glad to share them with everyone. There was great interest in why Dylan had 
changed since his last tour and motorcycle accident, and, “Do you think that 
your days of protesting are over?” No, he didn’t want to protest anymore and 
he denied ever saying that he was an angry young man. 

The event was described by The Guardian as a black comedy of non-
communication. ‘The questions completely puzzle him. He seems genuine 
when to each one he says he doesn’t understand what the reporter wants 
to know.’ When asked if he liked the Beatles he said he did, followed by 
silence as the questioner waited for more. General laughter broke the tension 
when a reporter asked, “Bob . . .” and before he could say more, Bob replied, 
“Yes, Ken.”  Then, as Dylan felt under pressure on questioning about his 
motorcycle accident, it was, “Rikki, where are you . . ?”  Where, indeed, was 
our ‘Sheriff ’ from over the water? There I sat beside Dylan expecting his 
answer. I looked across the table to my generally garrulous colleague but for 
once in his life behind his high colour and flaxon fringe he was silent. Dylan 
finally confirmed that he had in fact broken his neck and had to take it easy 
sometimes.

The craziest question was, “Do you feel that cameras are like guns?” to 
which he simply muttered, “I don’t know.” Amid the verbal tennis match some 
useful cover was provided for our publicity antics with Dylan’s statement that 
the Beatles had asked him to work with them. “I love the Beatles and I think 
it would be a good idea to do a jam session.” Pressed further about reports 
that various people would be performing on stage with him, he replied, “Great. 
Great.” This was very useful since we knew that the whole of the Melody Maker 
front page, already printed and about to hit the streets the following morning, 
blazed: 
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dylan, stones, george harrison, blind faith – supersession 
at isle of wight– the supergroup to end all supergroups

The conference was wound up after a further question on politics and 
music, “What exactly is your position . . . ?” Bob just replied that it was his job 
to play music, and, “I think I’ve answered enough questions.” He did, however, 
stay for a photo call on the promenade. A few in the party drifted off but most 
of the throng accompanied Bert and me as we escorted Dylan through the 
hotel to the seafront. Dylan appeared relaxed in the bright sunshine, perched 
on the sea wall for photographs, and this time without shades just when he 
might actually have needed them.  

When the television news that evening showed clips of the event, it honed 
in on the drugs question. As Dylan delivered his deadpan reply I was puffing 
away alongside him, smirking through clouds of cigarette smoke. The press 
event was widely broadcast that evening. At Forelands Farmhouse a member 
of our staff, Dylan’s adulating hostess Judy Lewis, caused some consternation 
by insisting that they switch channels for the news for Bob to see himself 
on TV, against the wishes of the distinguished guest. Unfortunately, our 
effervescent housekeeper was irrepressible – and this was only the beginning. 
Alarming as it seemed, and forty-seven she might be, Judy was beginning to 
eat, drink and breathe Dylan.

From Ronnie’s point of view the media circus had been a triumph. In fact, 
it marked a turning point in the promotion of the festival and his dogged 
determination was duly vindicated. As well as TV news coverage, it was all 
over the evening papers across the UK and beyond, and then in the nationals 
the next day – although it failed to satisfy the appetite of many reporters.

Hacks and fans continued to find their way to Forelands, only to be 
turned away at the gates by the guards. Bert Block was increasingly fed up 
with the unwelcome attention. The next morning Chris White of the Daily 
Sketch persisted and actually slipped past security. He spotted Bob and asked 
if he could have a few words. As Bert and I were trying to hustle the intruder 
away Dylan surprised everyone by saying, “Yeah, sure, what d’ya wanna 
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know?” Lo and behold, the first question was back to the same old chestnut, 
“What attracted you to the Isle of Wight?” to which Dylan once again evoked 
the ghost of Alfred Lord Tennyson. Charlie Watts also managed to get past 
the gate, remarking to Bob, “Gee man, it’s harder to get in to see you than the 
President of the United States.”  

The story of the Isle of Wight Festivals is inseparable from the phenomenon 
of the world’s most coveted performer choosing to appear on the tiny English 
south coast island in the summer of ’69. The involvement of Bob Dylan was 
pivotal to the very existence of the two large-scale rock festivals for which the 
erstwhile sleepy isle became world famous. To a lesser extent, but still crucial, 
the 1969 event at which Dylan appeared forms an important part of the artist’s 
own history.

As to whether he ever did manage to visit the home of Tennyson, the 
answer is sadly No. The then owner of Farringford House, Fred Pontin (of 
British holiday camp fame) was among those Island elders passionately 
against the festival. He refused to have Bob Dylan visit the historic mansion, 
even though it was functioning as a hotel at the time. After the festival, when 
Pontin witnessed the colossal publicity commanded by the superstar, he 
rescinded and sent a formal invitation, but it was too late. Dylan had left – 
although not before visiting Queen Victoria’s summer palace at Osborne, as 
we shall see. 

The unlikely achievement of landing Bob Dylan for the Isle of Wight 
transformed the fortunes of our own otherwise modest enterprise. The event 
was immediately catapulted into the global stratosphere. It is impossible to 
overstate how enormous the news became, both inside and outside the music 
world. For Dylan, it was the largest audience of his life to date, as well as being 
his solitary pre-announced, public engagement in a seven-and-a-half year 
period – and, incidentally, facing reporters at the Halland Hotel that day was 
the only press conference he gave in that same long time-frame and beyond.

June 1966 to January 1974 was also a fascinating period in the artist’s 
personal and professional development, woefully misunderstood and 
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underestimated thereafter – that is, until recently, as critical revisionism 
becomes increasingly evident. The issues at stake for Dylan in this period were 
immensely complicated: his multiple shifts in music style and lyrical content; 
the need he felt to shake off the sixties ‘guru’ label; family domesticity with his 
wife and five young children; a hurried move away from his artists’ retreat in 
Woodstock in the wake of the eponymous festival; hounded by followers led 
by the menacing A J Weberman under the banner of the ‘Dylan Liberation 
Front’; break-ups with both his manager and record company; and not least 
of all suffering at the hands of venomous critics over his Self Portrait album 
of 1970. Such issues were all intertwined and woven into the tapestry of his 
existence, and held quite unpredictable outcomes. The Isle of Wight Festival 
was the predominant public event amid all this, occurring as it did almost 
exactly half way through the period.

For our part, my brothers and I were on a rapid trajectory as we ventured 
from a small all-night festival in Hell Field in 1968 – originally devised in 
aid of a local swimming pool charity – to the world’s largest gathering of the 
counterculture at the foot of Afton Downs in 1970. It was the Second Isle of 
Wight Festival, sandwiched between the two, in which Dylan took part. That 
event and the one that followed are the stuff of legends. But only with Dylan’s 
presence could any of this have occurred. 

Our own background was not as indigenous Islanders, although our 
family had lived there long enough to be recognised as ‘locals’. Bill and Jo 
had attended Carisbrooke Grammar School. Ronnie had worked as an 
Island estate agent and I had completed a five-year apprenticeship with the 
Isle of Wight County Press, so our combined knowledge of the territory was 
considerable. That we found ourselves as show business entrepreneurs on 
such a scale was entirely serendipitous, as we shall see. We had a lot to learn, 
and very quickly.        





I noted with curiosity the commonplace sight of men with     
eyes peeping out of coal-blackened faces

 

The Mesabi iron range of Minnesota is a landscape so wounded, gouged 
red raw from decade upon decade for its seam of high grade iron ore, that 

the gaping chasm of Hell Rust Mahoning is of incomparable proportions. The 
tourists describe the oxidised panorama fringed by forest as either heroically 
beautiful or grotesque. Young Robert Zimmerman first encountered this 
immense rusty hole in the ground at six years old. Here was situated his new 
home town of Hibbing which, by the time of the family’s arrival in 1947, had 
been physically shifted south – buildings, churches and schools and parts 

2: Prospecting
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of buildings were lifted away on trucks to allow for further prospecting. The 
boy spent the rest of his childhood living on the edge of these excavations, 
regularly watching the interminable freight wagons transporting their ruddy 
load and kicking up powdery remnants.   

To the adolescent Bobby Zimmerman, Hibbing became a blind alley. 
He had been a polite, studious son and had made his parents proud at the 
occasions of his bar mitzvah and graduation. Hibbing’s homogenous 
immigrant society was a chilly environment, however, for an eager musician 
with a passion for R & B music and Little Richard. Bobby’s penchant for 
secretiveness and storytelling started early. His future musical career, of 
which he was certain, superseded any interest in the storekeeping activities 
of his father and uncles. He dallied with thoughts of West Point but his 
uncle advised him, “You don’t want to work for the government. A soldier 
is a housewife, a guinea pig. Go work in the mines.”1 There could be nothing 
further from the boy’s thoughts. Once he had fledged himself in the coffee 
bars of Dinkytown, Minneapolis (late in 1959) and then New York (January 
1961) his trajectory was set – he was already reinventing himself, taking with 
him little more than a guitar and his new name, ‘Bob Dylan’ – and too bad 
that his family, supportive as they were, could not understand it.

By coincidence, the Foulk family had scrambled upwards, out of the pits of 
Markham Colliery to daylight and adventure, by the time that I was born in 
1945. They had been wage slaves of the Derbyshire coal mines for generations.

On the edge of the Peak District, Sutton Scarsdale village is situated 
over the rich coal deposits of the Pennine Basin. The Chesterfield locality 
was under the brutal grip of the mining process. My early recollections of 
the neighbourhood are comprised of pitchy outcrops, exposed black strata, 
glistening slag heaps, bulldozers, excavators, giant winding wheels and coal 
cutting machinery with all of its accompanying apparatus. Coal lorries 
trundled interminably, porting the dirt and feeding the spoil banks. The 

1   Bob Dylan, Chronicles Volume One, 2004.
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newly nationalised Coal Board was clawing back great swathes of the ancient 
terrain, obliterating the mediaeval field pattern, mature trees, hedges and 
ponds. Local lore spoke of a harsh, deadly industry – the pit with its atrocious 
conditions and respiratory diseases. 

Our parents steered Michael, Ronnie, myself, Bill and (Rosie) Jo away 
from the local Arkwright School, too full of miners’ children, to Calow Junior 
near Chesterfield – considered less working class, but still with many pupils 
from mining families among them. Growing up, I noted with curiosity the 
commonplace sight of men with eyes peeping out of coal-blackened faces. 
It was our parents’ avowed intent that their boys would never have to work 
down the pits.

 
Our father Walter (born in 1893) avoided the harsher elements of colliery 
life by educating himself to the position of mining engineer. He switched 
industries to become a successful businessman in the egg packing industry, 
and for 20 years retained chairmanship of the Scientific Poultry Produces 
body. He was an accomplished pianist and scholarly specialist of roses. During 
the Second World War, at 51, he married Dorothy ‘Ella’ Barnes, a poultry 
farmer, and daughter of the General 
Superintendant of the Sheffield 
Royal Infirmary, improving his 
social standing still further. 

When we five children were 
small, the family was able to move 
into an imposing mansion, ‘The 
Rock’ at Sutton Scarsdale. With 
its 15 or so bedrooms, it was built 
in the classical style in smooth 
Ashlar stone with Corinthian 
columns and dentled entablature, 
set in acres of landscaped gardens 
and wooded grounds. Our lovely Michael, Jo, Ronnie, Ray and Bill, c. 1952.
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home was truly a beacon of family pride and of triumph over adversity. This 
privilege in an otherwise relatively deprived coal mining district must have 
– psychologically, at any rate – set us apart from our peers, instilling in us a 
belief in some special kind of destiny. 

As second and third born and only 14 months apart, Ronnie and I were 
an even pair, except that Ronnie was blonde, chubby and ebullient and I was 
the opposite. His charisma was obvious; he had a riotous laugh, sometimes 
a roar, sometimes a whoop. I was viewed as a problem child, causing anxiety 
at every turn, either from contracting a worrying illness or by venturing 
into some inadvisable occupation, such as cleaning out the blocked drains 
(probably having caused the problem), and more than one serious incident of 
fire-raising. While Ronnie benefited from having a permanent sidekick, my 
thirst for argument was little appreciated in the family. 

We were pioneers together in our explorations at The Rock. The house 
had been encroached upon over a period of months by the National Coal 
Board, nibbling and then devouring pieces of the rural landscape at the edge 
of our boundaries so that the grounds we occupied had become adjacent to 
an actual sheer precipice, where a seam of black diamond was being exploited 
at the surface. It was as if our happy family and our grand home, too, fell into 
this pit when, in the summer of 1956, our beloved Daddy died of a heart 

The Rock, near Chesterfield, 
the Foulk family home until 
1956.
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attack after a short illness. Ronnie was 11 and I was ten, Bill nine and Jo seven. 
After his burial, Mother had to be pragmatic and realised that she must sell 
the cherished family manor. She held out fiercely against the Coal Board, avid 
to take the land and whose intentions were obvious. Finally, she made the 
sale to a private buyer, only to discover shortly afterwards that she had been 
entirely duped. He was an agent for the NCB.

Having lost both her husband and father within a few months, Mother’s 
world was shattered. With five children under 12, she had her work cut out 
as a single parent – a task she faced with stoicism and amazing dedication. 
Mother reluctantly decided upon a move to the Isle of Wight where her 
brother, Ronald, had business interests and property and where her aged 
mother and senile aunt could also be cared for. The Rock was obliterated 
from the face of the earth within months, with even the topsoil scraped back 
to allow for the open-cast mining process – I remember the only salvage 
being the heavy furniture and scraps of carpet irreverently stripped out and 
cut up for our new home. 

We moved into Tavistock House in Totland Bay. Although it was a 
detached, six-bedroom property it seemed absolutely tiny and parochial after 
the majestic Rock. Situated in a Victorian seaside village street, it did however 
enjoy the supreme advantage of being just a toy scooter ride from the beach.

Tavistock, Totland.




