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In the air

Chimes of Freedom

Ariel Wagner-Parker

| was a couple of years too young to
appreciate what was happening during
France's ,Mai 68". Instead | was a teen-
ager in Lendon during England's cultural
revolution: the , Swinging Sixties".

Sociologists galore have studied the
events and attitudes that brought about the
Sixties (c.1964-c.1972): a progressive go-
vernment, relative affluence,  baby boo-
mers" coming of (teen)age, a general rebel-
ling against the tight-lipped, tight-belted
Fifties ... Fewer appear to have noticed that
the Sixties planted the seeds of today's
wide-reaching disconnection of popular
culture from political life, its ultra sexualisa-
tion and obsession with the personal. (The
Eighties would add the coarsening of public
discourse, the polarisation of society accor-
ding to income and the coming to power of
egotism and greed.)

But this is hindsight, of course.

Back then, circa 1964, the black and
white Fifties exploded seemingly overnight
into the Technicolor Sixties and all the
yvouth of England was on fire.

Boys in flowery shirts and flares, girls in
mini-skirts and false eyelashes swaggered
around the stage of Swinging London, self-
conscious actors in a psychodrama of visi-
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bility. Suddenly young people were not just
seen and heard but the centre of attention.
The costumes came from Camaby Street
and King's Road and those who modelled,
designed and photographed them were fé-
ted as the new celebrities.

The songs were provided by the endless
pop-groups that strutted and fretted their
(often brief) hour upon the stage. Top of the
bill, of course, the Beatles and the Rolling
Stones. In 1963, the Fab Four” sang She
Loves You (veah, veah, yeah) and fans
worldwide screamed and swooned. Two
years later, the gyrating Demon King of
Rock pounded out Satisfaction and a gene-
ration found its voice.

The country was confident: not just music
but the arts, theatre, fashion, all blossomed:
in 1965, 7.000 people attended a poetry
Lappening” at the Albert Hall, a new ge-
neration of directors and playwrights was
revolutionising the theatre, Jaqueline Du
Pré and Daniel Barenboim were  Mr and
Mrs Music®, political satire flourished and
the nation started openly laughing at the
Establishment. And on 30 July 1966 Eng-
lish footballers won the World Cup.

While all this was going on, Harold Wil-
son's Labour government, in power since
1964, was putting through vital social and
political changes that often get forgotten
amid the beads and bellz. A feeling of infi-
nite potential was in the air.
On ,Wislon"'s watch, capital
punishment was abolished, ho-
mosexuality decriminalised,
abortion liberalised, censorship
abolished, divorce laws refor-
med and education democrati-
sed (the Open University was
one innovation). Despite the
populist image he cultivated
(the Gannex raincoat, pipe and
HP sauce), Wilson possessed
moral authority: he refused o
commit British troops to Viet-
nam, or to intervene militarily
in Rhodesia after lan Smith's
UDI in November 1965 and he
condemned the US bombing of
Hanoi in June 1966. In 1967, he
tried to realign Britain's future,
applying to join the EEC (De
Gaulle repeated his ,Non!")
and setting the sun on the Em-
pire by closing military bases
LEast of Suez”.

It was not all good news. The
LIroubles” broke out in Mor-
thern Irelandin the late 60s and
on 20 April 1968, Enoch Po-
well made his infamous , Rivers
of Blood” speech. He was
sacked by his party, but the

Ici et ailleurs

doclkers went on strilke in protest; and in a
poll taken shortly afterwards, 74% agreed
with his blatantly racist comments ...

Then on 17 March 1968 came the Battle
of Grospenor Square. An anti-Vietnam de-
monstration outside the US Embassy explo-
ded into a violent clash with the police,
with fighting, flying smolke bombs and sto-
nes, a mounted police charge, over 200 ar-
rests and many injured on both sides.

Mick Jagger was there and it inspired his
Street Fighting Man. John Lennon was me-
ditating in India and responded to the vio-
lence , back home" by writing Revolution.

And me? I hated the Sixties and loved
them: hated the uniformity required to ex-
press revolt, the obligatory ,look”, but lo-
ved the excitement and energy. The hope.

As a concession to hippydom, 1 padded
the streets of London barefoot (if gingerly)
in the WW1 _sharpshooter's” red coat I'd
bought in Portobello Market. Once, ata 14
bus-stop, a WW1 Veteran asked me, kindly
enough, if I realised what it reprezented ...

Before discovering classical music, I pre-
ferred the Stones to the Beatles and Bob
Dylan to both. The Times they were
@ Changin’and [ gazed upon the Chimes of
Freedom flashing. We would destroy the
bad old world and build a new good one ...

In 1966 [ went to see Peter Hall's Hamlet,
with David Warner playing the prince as a
rebellious teenage student — and my future
was decided. I began to lead parallel lives,
reading Purgatorio, Thomas Mann, Les
Femmes Sgeantes, Sartre and the rest for
A-Levelz and doing theatre in my free time.

In 1968, freedom was imminent, the small
and the great: to finally embark on the life
you'd dreamed of, to change the world irre-
vocably and for ever. | imagined a shining
future where my revolutionary productions
of Shakespeare and Sophocles would make
sense at last of our muddled lives and make
other humans gasp and sway in astonished
recognition. I was looking metaphorically
out to sea, inhaling great draughts of space;
the sun tap-danced on the waves and my
heart lifted and lightened.

When Soviet tanks mowed down the Pra-
gue Spring, [ was in Devon, helping friends
paint a stone cottage and waiting for exam
results. Then we drove up to the Edinburgh
Festival and spent the rest of the summer
working for the Manchester 69 Theatre
Company: Ibsen, and Hamlet again. The
Chimes of Freedom flashed ever brighter.
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Yes, I know: that was then and now is
now. Then we were young and now we are
oldier) and have become more modest ...

... But if the Chimes of Freedom didn't
somehow continue flazhing, we would have
given up long ago. Wouldn't we?



