It’s all happening for this young pop
musician Billy Bragg. Armed with only his
guitar, his voice, his overwhelming
charisma and his backpack of nerves this
man is a wow with music fans the length
and breadth of the country. Hardly a day
goes by without Billy setting out on the
road to glory, his guitar case in his hand,
his amp in the other and that wicked gleam
in his eye. Pop music . . .

Only days before | met this young
troubador he had played on an open air
bill with megastars Meatloaf and Chuck
Berry. Starry eyed and laughing, Billy was
quick to put me right about the
shennanigans that go on at such places of
debauchery. He never even got to meet the
almight Meat.

““I had this pass which said, ‘Billy
Bragg; All Access’ which I thought was
great. It was a bit cold and murky like
today so | was in the tent knocking back
the coffee and ham sandwiches for all 1
was worth and I got thrown out of there
three times. [t wasn’t all access, it was just
before all the pop stars came. I got thrown
out because of Rennaissance would you
believe? ‘Come on you can’t eat that, it’s
Rennaissance’. When Chuck Berry turned
up they wouldn’t even let us look at him.
‘Come on, go in this tent, don’t stare at
him’. That’s pop stars for you. I had a
whale of a time. I only had twenty-five
minutes so | walked on, plugged in, did me
stuff and when I finished, doing **A13"’,
the crowd went really over the top. But I
found out afterwards that the road out of
Penzance is the A30 so they must have
thought I was singing that.

“Futurama was better, I really enjoyed
that. A lot of people told me not to do
that gig, *‘That audience will eat you alive,
Bill. You don’t fuck with Futurama!”’
They’re the audience I want to play to, the
kind of people who listen to John Peel,
who'll take a chance on listening to
someone like me. Also [ wanted to meet
bands and make contacts which you have
to do if you haven’t got mega-
management. If you're in the Boy George
class you don’t need to worry about that,
you can just swan around signing books
but when you're still scumming around on
your own you've not only got to get the
gigs sorted out but when someone offers
you a gig you've also got to make sure you
can kip on their sofa.”

So it’s not all the life of riley in the pop
world as Billy is only too happy to point
out. But of course their are
compensations.
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“‘I admire John Keenan for doing it. He
lays his piece on the line each time,
mortgages his house. The atmosphere was
like nothing else. If you can survive
Futurama I reckon you’re doing well. You
know I like to chat to the audience. Well
looking at that lot I knew I wasn’t going to
be able to go, ‘““Well hi there! My name’s
Bill Braaaaggg!’’ So I thought I'd go on,
storm it, play as many fast ones as [ can
and hopefully they won’t know what’s hit

’em. The fact that you might be canned,
wherever you go, is always in the back of
vour mind. So I kept moving about just in
case but there was no bother at all. Some
people even recognised some of the songs
which must have been from the Peel
session. Some of the songs were greeted by
a murmur. I tried very hard to make an
impression, that wasn’t the impression of a
‘singer-songwriter’, the opposite of the
James Taylors. Someone who has just as
many points to make as any of those
bands but chooses to go about it in a
different way.”’

One thing ['ve found when mentioning
your music to the youth of today has been
their scepticism based around the solo
performer angle.

““Yeah, ‘Is he like Donovan then?’
That’s the problem I'm up against. That’s
why I started up the Spy vs. Spy business,
because before it was even harder, you had
to convince the pub landlords. They think
I'm Donovan when the opposite is true.
I’m trying to make a point just by being a
bit different. The reason [ was so well
received at Futurama was that [ was so
totally different from what had been on
before. I swung between Joy Division-ish
and low rock, like ‘inteligent’ rock music
and I came on fast and mouthy. I think
that’s what made the difference. I didn’t
go on till seven in the evening so I reckon
their supply of Evo-stick had run out by
then. There was a section of the audience
who were shouting at me between songs
but [ don’t know what they were shouting,
but then in a crowd of four thousand
you're not going to find that everybody
wants to slap you on the back and say,
“Well done bignose’ and there was no
encore, just finish, unplug and walk off.
That was all I intended to do."

Does the lack of a regular ‘following’
get put down to the sheer amount of gigs
done and the strange places that are
played?

““It could be, yeah. I like playing
supports because you're playing to
someone elses audience every night. I think
that's very important. ['ve got loads of
mates who come to my gigs but I wouldn’t
call them a following. They're not the Billy
Bragg Barmy Army. | see my work cut
out, now the album’s out, from now till
Christmas and right through to next year
as just gigging me bollocks off. Support or
whatever, I don’t care, just so long as I get
round the country. I’ve got some dates
coming up with New Model Army with a
view to doing a tour with them, which I'd
like to do. I've got three dates with
Richard Thompson! I want Richard
Thompson’s audience and I want New
Model Army’s audience and [ want
everybody in between. I like to think that
some of my stuff has an edge to it, like
‘To Have Or Have Not’. The danger is
you might end up playing night after night
to an audience who totally agrees with
you. That's pointless. [ didn’t write those
songs to play to people who agree with me.
[ want to play to people who don't agree
with me and to change their minds.
Supposedly. That’s the idea. I don’t know
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how I'll go down with Richard Thompson
but then I didn’t know how I'd go down
with Meatloaf but you've got to try."’

Will the vinyl shortcake have then to be
different from the gigs?

“‘Well the records are live anyway, just
me in the studio. I've got to develop with
the records 1 think. I do get away with a
lot just because I'm different. If everybody
was doing what [ do then [’d be well
average. It puts me at such an advantage
that I can go and play just about anywhere
and be different. I'm coming under quite a
bit of pressure to form a band and do it all
properly . . . from the record company
and people like that. All the headway ['ve
made is because [ am on my own. I think
the future remains with people who can be
bothered to get out and do gigs with
guitars, or a casio or whatever. They’re the
people who'll make a point. I'm one up
from the ranters. I've got a lot of time for
them. A lot of them are a bit iffy but the
very fact that they're prepared to get up in
front of an audience and do it on their
own . .. well, you've got to admire them
for it. I hide behind my guitar sound. If
I'm in trouble I make a lot of noise on my
guitar. They’re in a position where they
can be shouted down, they really are on
their own. I'm not in that position.”’

Just changing topics here, with the
practised seasoned manner of an old hand,
how all embracing is the take-over by
Virgin of Charisma. Does this mean you're
under their control?

““No. When | was touting my tapes
around with this £2.99 idea, I didn’t think
people would pay a fiver for that anyway,
it’d be taking the piss a bit expecting them
to, | met Peter Jenner at Charisma. He'd
been thinking of putting albums out that
cheap for new artists anyway so we met in
the middle and he came up with the idea of
Utility (Bill's label). He took me under
Charisma’s wing but never told anyone
else what he was doing. [ don’t think
they'd have taken me on at face value,
although now I'm getting a lot of press
they’re a lot better. Utility’s more or less
independent of Charisma. [ have a very
very tenuous deal. I didn’t actually sign
anything. They’ve been taken over by
Virgin.

*“What basically happened is Charisma's
bottle has gone. As they were going more
and more left field, away from Genesis,
the manager sacked Pete while he was on
holiday which I thought was a right dirty
thing to do. [ should have known that was
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the kiss of death for what I wanted to do

. . the Utility thing, cheap records, not
necessarily cheaply made. The idea was
cheap records with a bit of content . . .
getting away from packaging and dressing
up funny and getting back to the business
of decent tunes and decent lyrics. Pete
Jenner went all the way on that with me,
the situation now being he’s my manager,
so he’s looking after my interests. The first
pressing of the album has sold out now.
It’s up to Virgin to re-press and I think
they want to but Charisma want to get rid
of Utility. They want to put me in with the
London Symphony Orchestra and all that
sort of stuff so ['m resisting on that and if
it comes to the case where they say they
want me to do that I'll say, ‘Well I’d
rather go independcent, sorry. Thanks
very much but you just don’t understand
what I'm trying to do.” I've got absolutely
no aggravation towards Charisma at all.
Whatever they want to do is up to them.
They're the record company. They know
I'm not going to compromise. They've
-already offered, would you believe, to
change the name of the label from Utility
to Bragg. So as far as they're concerned
Utility is just a word. To me the whole
thing is an ideal that [ want to carry on
doing but they just don’t grasp what I'm
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trying to do. I've had a few offers from
Independent labels so if I’'m arseholed by
Charisma I'm not worried. I don’t believe
you have to make records. One record and
gigging, that’ll do me for six or nine
months. I believe in gigging. It’s easy for
me to make records anyway. That album
took three afternoons.”

Depending on what Indie, just the way
the records go out, you'll reach more
people.

“‘Definitely. That album says on the
back of it, ‘Charisma via Phonogram’ so
Rough Trade wouldn’t touch it. I'm
surprised it’s sold the first pressing because
it’s not been reaching the shops all that
well.””

Bill likes to think that there are fellow
one-man/one-woman outfits such as
himself but fears for these people, when
recalling his own nesting ground of a few
years back in the proverbial sticks, in
Peterborough.

““They’re so behind the times. The
thought of someone turning up at a gig
with just their guitar . . . ‘And you don’t

how to take it. They’d let you do the gig
then beat you up at the end just to make
sure you weren’t mucking about.”

Tea galore is taken at this tete a tete and

naturally Bill loses his thread, turning to a
review of his album printed in a Belgian
paper.

“‘It was an incredible review . . . ‘Elvis
Costello but with more passion’.”’ Maybe
the person who translated for me couldn’t
read French. So [ fancy getting some gigs
in Brussels out of that. [ went to see
‘Don’t Look Now’, the Bob Dylan film,
1965 tour of England, becduse I thought
there's bound to be similarities between
Bob Dylan going round with his guitar and
me, right? The similarities were really
incredible. We both get really shitty
dressing rooms. Qutside of that there's
absolutely no similarities whatsoever, I'm
ever so pleased to say.

“‘The really good thing about doing gigs
is you go to places you’ve never been
before. 1'd never been as far North as
Edinburgh and I went up there to do a gig
and I'd never been right down to Penzance
either. I'm a bit of a tourist. Wherever I
end up I send me mum a postcard. I've
never been on an aeroplane either so rock
‘n’ roll’s definitely got to get me on an
aeroplane, no matter where it’s going to. [
want to play Russia. I used to want to go
to Finland but not any more. They put all
English rock stars in prison. Not
particularly America. I've done two radio
interviews for American radio. WEZD
from Chicago ended up with me having to
say, ‘This is Billy Bragg from London,
England’, so that’s probably going down
really well on Chicago North Side.”

They probably see you as a grubby Joe
Jackson.

“Yeah but when the ‘English New
Wave' they see over there is Flock of
Seagulls and The Thompson twins it’s no
wonder. The Alarm are going down a
storm over there but only because they're
following on the coat-tails of U2 who are
following The Clash who followed The
Stones. The archetypal English rock band,
men with funny haircuts. It gets up your
nose a bit to read of people in the papers
regarding The Alarm being on T.O.T.P. as
the most revolutionary thing for ages.
They're not saying anything at all, like
Bruce Springsteen. Unfortunately in the
business, as ['m sure you know, nothing
succeeds like success. You can’t knock
success.””

Well, you can.

“Well yeah, you can but they always
come back and stuff it up your arsehole.
Here, another thing I get asked a lot is,
‘Where's your backing tapes?’ Backing
tapes! There’s no safety net for Bill
Bragg!"

The dramatic little man!

“‘Some nights you do a gig and there
might only be twenty people so you have
to take it easy and talk to them, do
something different for a change and it
makes it interesting for me as well. Last
night I did this assembly rooms gig in
Stoke Newington and there was kids and
little old ladies in the audience, so I just
played them the songs but they were so
appreciative. When [ got to the other gig
and there was only forty people there [ was
really in a piss about mood so [ started
with ‘The Times They Are A Changing’. [
finished it and they all just sort of sat
there, so I said, ‘I went to see this film
‘Don’t Look Now’ and Bob Dylan opened






