Written as part of an Arvon Course, Writing Non-Fiction for Radio. 

One day in July, forty children went for a walk in the footsteps of their predecessors. Each sported a pair of painted wings on the back of a t shirt. They invited their friends and families to follow them on a short but momentous journey. 

If you don’t attend church, synagogue or mosque your growing-up may not be marked other than at birthdays. I was brought up a Catholic. We processed at every available opportunity, dressing in Communion finery and declaring our belief to all who could see. Anthropologists saw that kind of ritual as a vehicle for the expression and reproduction of structures of authority. Recent writers have challenged this, suggesting that rituals may be about the undermining and reconfiguration of social authority, “a principle site of new history being made”. 

So. The children were walking as part of a rite of transition, of transformation. A new tradition, purposefully set up from within the arts and emotional development project that we run in the local primary school. Our children have been preparing for this day all year. The estate that they live on is at times a wild and dangerous place and for some an emotional wasteland. A few short weeks before, they had formed the Roots and Wings Carnival Company, with everyone choosing their department for the event.

They carried the sculptures they had team-built, each representing a quality they felt would be needed when they reached their destination, the secondary school where most would be taking a place in September. They had thought carefully and named their creations: 

There was The Pyramid of Happiness, The Cottage of Strong Friendship, The Lighthouse Towers of Confidence, The Triumphant Castle of Achievement, The Igloo of Enjoyment and bringing up the rear, Eiffel Ben, Tower of Proudness. 

The Mayor was there to cut a ribbon, courtesy of an invitation from the Publicity Department, who had crafted formal invitations, printed them on golden paper and sent one to every child and their family as well as to the great and the good.  David Beckham got one. Sadly, Her Majesty was otherwise engaged.

Leaving the school grounds, the procession turned into the road to be met by a road full of folk, laughing, cheering and waving home-made windmills and fans. 

The Music Department had made drums and percussion instruments and formed a street band for the event. They lead everyone in singing the chant they had composed 

“We’re going up, we’re going up, we’re going up together”. 

Community police officers ensured that traffic was halted. It was important that the children claim the road, not the pavement. Folk came out of their houses, the local shops and takeaways to wave them on. A bus driver took a photo as he waited for the children to pass by. Before too long the parade had the secondary school in its sights.

Year 7 was out in force, lining the long drive leading to the main entrance. Some of them had taken part in the first parade the year before. One of their mothers commented

“He came home and told me that they had to line up when the parade came to school.

‘You get out there and clap and cheer’, I told him. ‘Remember how you felt last year.’”
The parade had to narrow down to walk the line between the young people who were clapping and shouting encouragement. Senior staff were waiting at the entrance and everyone – and their sculptures – were ushered in to the school hall. There, mounted on the walls at ceiling height, were the structures from the previous year’s event.

The ritual was established last year. This is the moment. The primary head teacher takes the garlands of origami cranes from the girls who have carried them at the head of the procession. Each paper bird symbolises a child with a wish for the future written on its wing. She presents them to the secondary school Head with the plea

“Please, take care of our children”. 

This year, before doing so, she talked of their skills and talents, of how they are capable of so many things, of how they are persons in their own right. 

This year, some of the young people who had been handed over last year talked of their experience at high school since and invited the younger pupils to join in whole-heartedly. 

This year, the children were invited to turn their backs on the audience to better display their wings because everyone knew they were there.

This year, the Mayor gave an impromptu speech. She felt she had to, she said, because she had walked the walk and felt the warmth and emotion of the parade hard on her heels.

This new tradition with its ritualistic moments has happened four times now. Formally the events include school children and artists, but informally they have come to include more adults and older children as spectators and past and present participants with an ongoing sense of ownership of the process.  Do these individuals feel a stronger sense of identity and belonging to their community?  What is the role of the artists as facilitators of this process?  Such impacts are only beginning to be documented, along with the broader implications of developing community arts and health-focussed rituals with deprived communities. 

I wouldn’t be anywhere else on a certain Tuesday in July.

These children are in the driving seat of cultural change. Where they lead, perhaps adults will have the sense to follow.

