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Judith Spelman is a journalist and author who was involved in setting up the Stamford Book Festival and Oundle Festival of Literature. She started the Sherborne Literary Festival and ran it for four years before stepping down to spend time on her writing. She has learnt from experience how to make a festival work and has spoken to numerous festival organisers about the way they run their festivals.
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Preface

Organising a festival can be exciting, stimulating and rewarding, providing you plan carefully and ensure that basic principles are firmly in place. This applies to all festivals – literary, music, food, folk, arts – no matter how large or how small.

Certain decisions have to be made at the beginning to ensure success. This book explains why you need to choose people to work with carefully; the importance of commitment; why it is vital to get the timing right; ways to make your festival unique and problems that may occur and how to deal with them. You will discover how to raise money to cover initial costs, find sponsors, learn about the benefits of building a working relationship with agents and publishers and ways of compiling a balanced programme. You will get an understanding of marketing, publicity and advertising, and liaising with local media.

There’s no better way of finding out what makes a good festival than hearing some of the experiences – good and bad – of authors, musicians and stallholders and organisers. Organisers of a variety of festivals explain how they prepare and give advice based on what they have learnt. You will read valuable tips from some of our top festival directors – including Michael Eavis (Glastonbury Festival), Kenneth Richardson (Oundle International Festival), Tanya Bruce-Lockhart (Bridport Festival) and Paul Kelly (Bournemouth Jazz Festival). I’ll also tell you about my own experience initiating the Sherborne Literary Festival and running it for four years.

Festivals are getting bigger, with more than fourteen million adults planning to visit one or more each year as of 2015. Yet there is still room for more. This book deals not only with starting a festival but also running and improving it. Whether your festival is large or small there are guidelines to put in place to make sure it is successful.

Raising money for charity, good causes and local projects can be great fun but phenomenally hard work and yet new festivals spring up every year. Is your festival the next? This book will give you the help you need to get started – or, if you have, how you can make it better.


Why start a festival?

The dictionary defines a festival as a day or period set aside for celebration or feasting, any occasion for celebration or an organised series of special events and performances. It is the latter definition that has been enthusiastically embraced in recent times by many groups and organisations. You don’t have to go far to find a festival of some kind. But it wasn’t always like this. There was a time when there were few festivals; villages might hold flower festivals and large towns boasted music festivals but there was little else to excite or enthral the local population.

Today it’s a different story. Festivals are springing up all over the country. Not only literary festivals – beloved of authors and publishers as another way of selling books – but history festivals, cheese festivals, beer festivals, music festivals, food festivals, flower festivals, jazz festivals, arts festivals, folk festivals . . . Some are quite specific in what they offer, such as scarecrow, chilli or cheese festivals. Others create unlikely combinations such as music and food or food and vintage cars . . . food seems to feature a lot.

There are over 340 literary festivals in the UK alone and almost four hundred various types of music festivals. If you add every other type appearing regularly, there must be some sort of festival in every town or village. Yet there is still room for more – for yours. The key is to make your festival different. For example, the River Cottage Festival in Axminster offers music and food and Tim Barford’s vegan festivals in Bristol, Brighton, London Olympia and Glasgow appear under the name Vegfest.

So, it seems a festival can offer almost anything. It can be a boutique offering in a small town or village (such as the Cheese Festival in Sturminster Newton) or a huge, allembracing number such as those in Cheltenham, Oxford, Glastonbury and Edinburgh. But be aware, it is worth noting that as fast as one event springs up, another one fails. The question is, why? There are many answers; lack of interest from the potential audience, lack of commitment from the organisers, shaky finances, no suitable venues, bad timing, poor planning, competition or conflicts of interest.

This book takes a cross-section of many different festivals and finds out why they work, what problems have been overcome or, where they haven’t, why they have failed. It offers sensible guidelines for setting up and running a festival, and if you need more advice then contact the Association of Festival Organisers (www.festivalorganisers.org) whose general secretary, Steve Heap, is very helpful.


1

Planning a festival

People hold festivals for many different reasons, including location, history, facilities and the passions of the organisers. Often it is a combination of all of these factors.

REASONS TO RUN A FESTIVAL

People often feel daunted or nervous at the idea of running a festival. They think of the festivals they have visited, the size of them, the different things that are happening, the people. They think of the big beasts – Hay-on-Wye, Ways with Words, Cheltenham, Glastonbury. What they don’t think about is the beginnings of these festivals. These events didn’t just spring up fully formed. They began in a small way and over the years have improved and grown, through the hard work and inspiration of their organisers. The main points to remember are:

•   Start small

•   Don’t be too ambitious

•   Choose a theme that you understand – and love

Even the smallest festival can make enough money to expand and donate to charity. Take the Bridport Hat Festival that runs for a couple of days in early September. It was started in 2010 by Roger Snook, whose family millinery business has served the town since 1896. When he took over in 1987 they were a gentlemen’s outfitters but he decided to build up the hat side, providing unusual headwear for films and television. The Hat Festival followed and from the beginning it was a huge success with the quirkiness of the idea providing international appeal.

HOW QUIRKY IDEAS CAN BE DEVELOPED INTO A SUCCESSFUL FESTIVAL

Hats off

The first Hat Festival began in 2010 and by 2016 more than 14,000 people visited Bridport, celebrating hats by wearing incredible creations on their heads. Money raised goes to Brain Tumour Research and the Brain Injury Rehabilitation Trust.

Raising money for the church

The Revd Michael Anderson wanted to raise money for the sixteen parishes administered by the Three Valleys Team Benefice in Yetminster. He devised a week-long festival with a variety of events culminating in a performance by the London Symphony Orchestra of Mozart’s Requiem by candlelight. Leading up to this were events including a barn dance, a hymn quiz and lunches hosted in private houses. Anderson raised £4,000.

OUT OF PASSION

If you have a lifelong interest in something – be it needlework, classic cars, books, photography or a hobby – you might consider holding a festival to share this with fellow enthusiasts. You can arrange a one-day festival to begin with and take it from there.

Organic farming

Luke Hasell of Valley Fest had a number of reasons to start his event. ‘Valley Fest is all about promoting organic farming to everyone of all ages, everywhere in the country,’ he says, ‘and about re-engaging people with where their food comes from. Since I inherited the farm I’ve always wanted to get people onto the farm, seeing our animals and learning about how they should source their food locally and organically. We’ve also got Riverford, Tideford and Yeo Valley on board to help us spread that message – pioneers in the same ethos!’


Before you launch, think of all the angles that make it work and those that could spell disaster. Be prepared to spend at least a year planning your first festival. The next will take much less time.



Raising money for the village

‘We started the festival eleven years ago,’ says Elizabeth Turnbull of Leigh Food Festival. ‘The people in the village and the church wanted to have a flower festival and I happened to be the secretary of the fabric fund. So they asked me if I would do something. There was a committee then but that was disbanded. When we started there were very few food festivals around although there are many more now. It started quite small but it became very popular, although I don’t know why because this is a tiny little village. There were probably only about eighteen stalls at the beginning and now there are nearer thirty. We usually have nearly a thousand people visiting the festival, especially if the weather is good. Our annual food festival is my baby! I love doing it and I get a massive buzz out of it even though it’s quite hard work.’

There is a good mixture of foods with coffee roasted locally, artisan cheese makers, cakes, gourmet soups and seafood dishes, chocolate, chilli sauces, honey, vegetarian and vegan food and unusual herbs and spices. The majority of these are local businesses.

A passion for a moral lifestyle

Tim Barford, who has won awards for his vegan festivals, is passionate about what he does. ‘We believe what we do is ethical,’ he says, ‘and so do the people who come here. There is an environmental impact. A lot of people come here because they believe in what we are doing and a vegan lifestyle is more than just a diet, it is about taking a moral and ethical standpoint.’

Tim Barford’s experience is interesting because it shows how as a festival grows it can combine other unrelated things that also interest people. Elizabeth Turnbull explains: ‘We introduced a vintage vehicles show to the food festival in 2005 and that is now very popular. In 2016 we had over a hundred vintage cars and motorbikes for people to look around when they had been inside the hall to see and sample the food. I found these vintage vehicles mostly on websites and now it’s just growing like Topsy. People with classic cars just love coming and visitors to the food festival love looking at them.’

All about the music

It’s hard to believe that the internationally popular Glastonbury Festival has been going since 1971. It was started by Michael Eavis, who had taken on Worthy Farm after the death of his father. Michael was passionate about music and combined that with his need to diversify in order to save the family farm. ‘I was in the merchant navy and my father died when I was nineteen and I had to come home,’ he explains. ‘I went off to sea when I was fifteen and I didn’t really want to come back but I had to run the farm because I wanted to save it from being sold. I was doing it all myself and I met a girl and we went off to the Bath Blues Festival which was two miles away at the showground. It was my road to Damascus. It was wonderful!’

He decided to put on his own music festival. ‘I found out I had to get a copy of The White Book,’ he says. This is an event production directory (see www.whitebook.co.uk) that reports event news and lists event managers, entertainers, sound, lighting, staging, crew and UK venues.

Michael called his new festival The Pilton Pop, Blues and Folk Festival and tickets cost £1 – with a free bottle of milk! ‘I was crazy on pop music myself,’ says Michael. ‘I loved Led Zeppelin. I found the Kinks for that first festival but they didn’t turn up but there was some new-fangled band called T-Rex who came instead. I just gave it a go, really. I didn’t know what I was doing. I built that first stage out of an old farm wagon with wooden boards on top.’

The Glastonbury Festival is now the biggest in the world. In 2016 over 200,000 people were at the four-day event.

Luke Hasell’s Valley Fest takes place not that far from Glastonbury. It’s a family event that takes place over a long, early September weekend in the Chew Valley near Bristol. It was started by Hasell on the family farm in Somerset as a tribute to his parents who both died tragically early. He is keen to show how important it is for the UK to feed itself without chemicals and pesticides. ‘We started having a party in the valley a few years ago which we called Mini-V as a bit of a micky-take of V Festival,’ explains Luke. ‘Then we started Valley Fest in its current form in 2015 and it’s looking even bigger in 2016 with the support of loads of the country’s best organic businesses, many of whom are also based down here in the south-west!’ The message is clear: follow the things you are passionate about and combine that with imagination and ingenuity.

Supporting charities

Husband and wife Nigel Ferrier and Lynda Symonds run a music festival every July in the village of Fenstanton, Cambridgeshire. It’s called Fringe in the Fen. ‘We give the proceeds to Macmillan Cancer Support and we decided to do this because we felt it gave the festival more purpose,’ explained Lynda. ‘Otherwise we would be fundraising for . . . what? Because we are raising money for Macmillan we are granted official fundraising status and that means we are able to use their public liability insurance.’

Fringe in the Fen was launched in 2011 after a lot of careful planning. ‘We had the idea of a music festival simply because we are both very keen on all sorts of music and it would lend itself very well to the village,’ says Lynda, who is the conference and events director, ‘and we thought that we would use all the venues in the village. In 2016 we only used three venues but in previous years we used the church, a barn, Fenstanton Manor and all the greens in the village. In 2016 we had a brass band on the green and a big marquee at Fenstanton Manor where we held the prom.’

GROWING LOCAL INTERESTS

Thomas Hardy’s legacy

The author and poet Thomas Hardy and the legendary author, archaeologist and diplomat T. E. Lawrence were both part of the inspiration for the Dorchester Literary Festival. ‘Dorchester has a terrific literary legacy with Thomas Hardy and T. E. Lawrence and contemporary fiction writers have used us as inspiration,’ says Janet Gleeson, co-director of the festival. ‘As writers ourselves, my co-director Paul Atterbury, who has written over thirty books and I, having written eight books under my own name, saw a gap in the market. As we both love books and we have both been asked to speak at various festivals we thought we’d give it a try. Another reason for starting the festival is that the Dorchester museum was very eager to attract more people and a festival was another way of doing it. One of the very first people we went to see was the manager of Waterstone’s bookshop because it seemed to us absolutely crucial to have a bookshop to back you up. At that meeting the manager introduced us to The Thomas Hardy Society and they are now part of the festival.’


If you are starting a festival it helps to have had wellknown figures living in the area.



LOCAL ASSETS AND CONNECTIONS

Always take into consideration the area in which you want to hold the festival and build on its assets. For example, a bonus for the Fringe in the Fen Festival is that Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown lived in the Manor House in the village and is buried in the churchyard. The four-hundredth anniversary of his birth fell in 2016 and this prompted the idea of a special event at the festival. ‘We met musician Graham Ross and discussed with him our idea and what we wanted and he had contacts who were high-quality performers. We commissioned a piece of music, a violin concerto, that Graham Ross wrote and called The Fallen Elm,’ said Lynda. ‘Every time it’s performed, the performing rights are donated directly to Macmillan Cancer Support. Unfortunately, the Performing Rights Society won’t waive their fee and that is going to cost us eight hundred pounds. Somehow we have to raise that and we don’t want to take any more money from people who have been so generous. Perhaps we could have a safari supper or teas in the garden, something like that.’

In 2016 the Fringe in the Fen Festival raised £30,000 for Macmillan Cancer Support and over the three festivals, along with other sundry fundraising events, they have raised around £130,000.

Don’t begin big

James Shepard, who founded the award-winning Larmer Tree Festival, has sensible advice for a potential festival organiser. ‘Start small – and get as much experience as you can at other people’s festivals before you start,’ he says. ‘Volunteer at festivals and just get out there and
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