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 SELING OF BALY BRAGE' BTTON

-Pamcgn;xs the New York commodity market as Barking’s biggest export —a one-man Clash with very cheap
; trousers arr:ves to do battle with the Yankee dollar. Story: Paul Du Noyer Photo: Joe Stevens

s OLIMOUSINES or screaming -
teenstomeet Billy Bragg at New
York Airport. No straining blue
police lines to hold back baying,

sohbmg knicker-throwing howling hordes.

-~ Hisfirstfootfallon American tarmac, and not

asoul greets the arrival of this man = he who

‘proclaims himself “the new Melanie!”. The

Milkman Of Human Kindness | The one they

calt The Minstrel That Does Not Melt In Your

Mouth. Or altematwelyThe Big Nosed Bastard

From Barking.

Billy Bragg slips info town, unkmwn and
un:noficed. In his hand the electric guiiar he's
already hauled thelength of Britain; in his
heart, the songsthat made his album, ‘Life’'s A
Riot With Spy Vs Spy', the outstanding debut
disc of last year. At his side: his manager and
-his record company man come along, in their
wiords, to sellthe boy's bottorn aroundthe US
musm |ndusw i

“Hhink," says, Bmgg once emsconced in

) Manhattan s Iraquois Hotel, one foot

nonchalantly squashing a cockroach, "that a

lotof people who some over hera, in rock'n’roll,

to them Americais the Jewel In The Crown.

Here we finally get to grease our hair back and

wear our really tightjeans and do aload of

drugs. Whereas | haven't really come over to

dothat. I've come to play a few gigs and iave a

look around.”

Pale, freckled, tall with the upnght walkof
the soldier he (very temporarily) was, wearing
jeans of the least prestigious brand-name you
canimagine, almost teetotal, non smoker, not
conspicuously promiscuous and certainly
drugless —no, I'm afraid that as a visiling Brit
pop star, Billy Bragg is a miserable failure. He
just does not fit the part.

Whal's worse, he shows evefystgn of being a bit
‘onthe nmﬁ‘gﬁ;ntslds Hasn"nhls parson everheard
“of Spinal Tag'

To hrsmme hehasno wdeo nor synths orbig
name producer. His “crossover dance potential” is
probably zero. He's never made a single, hitor
otherwise, and doesn't plan lo. He keeps sticking
politics in his songs. His capacity for *extended
~demographics” (US musicjargonmeaning you can
sell to whatever market calegories they drem up)
fémains open tg serious doubt. By conventional
wisdom, Billy Braggis awallqngd!sasfe! :

Ontheotherhand. . !

He': sgom’amygomgiar him, has Baﬂy Brs.gg You
‘might remember 77, and the apocalyplic promise of
. punk; the ideal that music could be vital again,
-honestand passionate, and fun, and allthatstuff.
‘Wall, meetthe mug whobelieved itall. Stifbslieves
itall. There can't be alarge-sized UK towrtthat
“has'fwalched Billy Bragg:just a voice and gultar,
giving it}oads, simple songs at breakneck speed
*(“lastone tothe end’s acissy”), songs that brim with
with, O warm with peignancy, or sqit with disgust
‘where onlydisgustis deserved. ; ¥

He can'i justbetagged as the Angry Young Man;
Jove songs like "The Man In The fron Mask stand, far
~ma, with the most aﬁmngexamplesof thallype.
duaa as, 3ay, 'ToHave And To Have Not' qualifies
i the sharpest committednumbers.olrecent .
! . Whon'the NME had its Critics' Polllast year, |
didn’t hesitateto vate ‘Life’s A Riot' my own number
-one. But even |'m surprised, all these rnomhs later,
1o réalise how well that record stands up.

This, then, is the true life story of Bill Braggon ‘ms
questiorwuﬂddonﬂnuum

THE SMALL EFFICIENT FIGHTING UNIT
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HE BRAGG biog isbrief. In between being -
born and turning 26 years of age {time served
largely in Barking, East End overspill country
onthe outer edge of the London A-Z). he

1 foliowed up school with various jobs, bank

messenger and painter and decorator included,
before forming an early punk band called Riff Raff.
They cutafew singles, and a swift swathe from
obscurity 1o oblivion. Then they split up. On the
rebound, a bewildered Bragg signed on for the
Army: a 90 day term driving tanks in the Royal
Armoured Carps. Somehow, it wasn't him, More
beneficial was his time working in an East End
record shop: already a passionate investigator of
music, he defved through racks of everything from
Bengali MOR to Mississippi blues. Inspired more
than anything by the ratchet guitar and raw soul rasp
of John Lee Hooker, Billy came out the otherend
with freshened resolve and a sense of salo mission.
He got a footin the musicindustry door, literally,
because Charisma had a faully TV setone day and
they thought he was the lad come o fix it. Before he

{ left, he was on his way to a record deal and a debut

mini-album, ‘Life’s A Riot With Spy Vs Spy', waxed in
justthree days for less money than many bands
spend on, say, their drummer's trousers.

This was early '83, and the waves he made were
nat big ones. As months went by, and Charisma
prepared for a merger with Virgin, Bragg and his
manager Peter Jenner had doubts about the future.

Enter Andy MacDonald, young supremo of newly

| formed indie label Ga!Discs. He'd heard Bragg on

Peel, got besotted and resolved to hound the hell out
of him. Finally Jenner went up to Go!Discs’ office to
talk business. Jusl o create the right impression,
MacDonald had arranged for accomplices to
interrupt the meeting with a bombardment of phone
calls: “All nonsensical stuff. ‘Oh, yes, really? We'll
send another 5,000 over. Certainly, another 75,00
boxes ontheway', seriously good news, all bullshit.
And apparently Jenner went back to Billy and said,
II's got the feel of a new Stiff, it's really buzzing there!

“Butitwasn'tjust that. He understood that we
understood what Billy was about.”

In November ‘83, 'Lite’s A Riot’ gotre-releasedon
GolDiscs, the contract with Charisma having been
bought up and severed (although Chrisma do still
getacut from the record). And suddenly, thanks not
least to MacDorfald's hyper-tireless PR mouth and
legwork, media interest blossomed and Bragg's LP -
did a blitzkrieg over the indie charis.

Meanwhile, somewhatunfashionably, the bugger
did gigs, millions of them. Solo inter-city efforts, pack
the guitar and a toothbrush, kip on a floor in
Newcastie.

MacDonald recalls: “He'd play with anyone. He
had some dates in Edinburgh, he took a break in
between to go play a half-hour setin Cornwall with
Chuck Berry and Meatloaf.” The small efficient
fighting unit— economically feasible because you're
nottdragging a symphony orchestra with you.

Now he's done tours with Icicle Works, The Style
Council, The Redskins (with whom he's aptto
encore arousing rendition of ‘Back In The USSR').
"His attitude," says MacDonald, "was, | justwanna
goout, do gigs, and nick their audience. He still
wants lodoitnow.”

‘Life’s A Riot With Spy Vs Spy' has now reached
sales of 50,000 - a runaway success slory, really —
andit's not stopped yet. "Which is definitely all right,"
Bragg says, not bragging, “for something which |
1thought we'd just have in my bedroom, a pile of
2,000 copies, gradually selling itto all me relatives.”

Some time around now, the world will hear his
fallow-up, ‘Brewing Up With Billy Bragg'- so named,
llearn, because the first thing you do when you climb
inside atank is make a cup of tea. Or something like
that. Unlikeits predecessor, thisis a full-length LP, if
only because he's got such a backlog of songs to get
rid of. In line with his and Go'Discs' policies, it sells
for only £3.99 {"which means,” observes the
ever-alert MacDonald, “thal your average Bragg
songis even cheaper this yearthan your average
Bragg song lastyear"}.

According lo Billy, the new record took “a
magnificent ten days” to make. There's a producer,
Ted deBono, and a couple of tracks feature some
exirainstrumentation, such as organ or trumpet, to
embellish the framework of voice-with-guitar: *it's &
bit of a progression, but not to the stage of the Bill
Bragg Big Band sound.

“It'd be very easy la get over-precious about it,
y'know: Thisis Bil's sound, mustn't mess with 8ill's
vibe. But it | just stood still at being, I'm Billy Bragg

and | play electric guitar and everything elseis
bulishit, then I'd get bored. | was quite open to using
anything ather than bass and drums - becauseif I'd
usedthem, I'd have to go out live using bass and-
drums. And | get so much back out of playing solo.”

HEOWES ITALL TO SPANDAU BALLET

HAT'S THE difference between you and
James Taylor?
“The difference between me and

James Tayloris. . . when a folk club
artist goes out with his guitar, he might think he's
James Taylor or Bob Dylan. When | go oul, | stilt
think I'm The Clash. And | think I've got aband
behind me, and | should make as much fucking
racket as that.

“Sowhen peaple say to me, why don't | use an
acoustic guitar on stage, they justdon't understand
the dynamics of the thing. Thal electric guitar is the
one thing that makes me different to all the other solo
performers.”

Are you surprised at your success?

“lwas atlirst, yeah. Two yearsis notalong time
for a band to take to achieve 50,000 sales on a debut
album.

“And | putitdown to, one, | do have this feeling
aboutgigs, that that is the job. If you don't play gigs,
you're not really doing the job. I'm very willing to do
gigs. ltwas never a money thing. ltwas a need within
metodoit. Sol did the lot.

“The album had three false stars from when it
was first released, but right through those false starls
Peelie was playing it and getting me in for sessions.
His role in the whole music scene cannot be
underastimated.

“5So lputit down to me gigging, John Peel playing
it, and more by luck than judgement ending up with
Gol Discs, and finding in Andy MacDonald
someone who genuinely wanted to see a bolshy little
bastard like me succeed. Amixturg of thatand a
large dose of luck

“Itwas never by design. We never sat down and
said, Right, there’'s agap inthe market for a
Spokesman For His Generation.”

Apart from those things, do you think there was a
need for someone like yourselfin pop, someone lo
cutthrough the big, blobby blancmange-ness of it
al?

"I definitely, very consciously, moved in the
opposite direction to everybody else. From deciding
todeit, wanting to play solo, it took me a year to get
the bottle up to do it = writing songs in me bedroom,
thinking, How am | ever gonna gel up and do this in
front of people on me own, it'll be stupid!

" “Andthe thing that finally spurred me on, this isthe
truth, was seeing Spandau Balleton Top Of The
Pops and thinking, Fuck me! The fact was there was
nobody anymore. Everybody seemed to be playing
the majors’ game, all wanting hit singles

“Allthe bands I'd thought were gonna do
something different: Joy Division, | had great hopes
for The Skids, they became just another singles
band, The Clash, the content of their songs seemed
to disappear out the window. It was definitely
necessary to me to do gigs, cos there was
something missing from my life.

“Thal's why | went for ‘Fear Is A Man's Best
Friend' {the John Cale song that Bragg did on the
recent NME *Dept Of Enjoyment tape). Fearisa
great molivation, and that got me wanting to gig
again, the adrenalin. It's the things you don'tlike that
you should try and do, the things that scare you
most."”

What were the roots of this need?

“It was something to do with the whole punk rock
thing, which everyone thinks is such a cliche now,
1977, Butas faras|'m concerned, my attitudes
towards making music, the industry, the whole
fucking thing, were changedin 1977 and | haven't
seen anything since lo change thern back again.

“Allthe punks seem lo have gone back the other
way again, the class of 1977, And the only peaple
who seem to have benefited in the end were the
Spandaus, the second wave, New Romantics and
alithat crap.

“And I'd gotinto it all inthe first place because |
thought here was a chance lo do something

genuinely satistying, and not just for money or
reasons of ego. You could do this out of, nota rporal
cancern, buta belief. You could be in the musi¢
industry, have beliefs and keep them, and reflect
{hem in your songs. Which we did in Ritf Raff, ona
small scale, andhad a laugh.

“Andwhen all that broke up, something was
missing in my life and | didn't know what it was. It
wasn'tuntil| was actually i the Army (laughs) that |
realised I'd probably joined cos | wasn't getting the
stimulus of doing gigs any more.

"I needed lo do something that was, y'know,
Fucking ‘elf! Jumping in the river! Oh shit! Grenades,
chno!lcan't bear this!Y know, | needed to do
something like that again.

“Which is what doing gigs is like: Oh fuck. look-at
this audience! They're all Hells Angels. oh shit!
That's all part of doing gigs. Itwasn'tuntil I'd
commilted meself to the Army that | realised it was
somelhing to do, still, with doing gigs. So the most
scarey way, and the most aarrgghway | could see of
doing gigs, was ta do ‘em solo {faughs). 1 thought,”
Fuck t, i's gonna be down to me. This thing that1
wannado, it's gotta come fromme.”

NASTY, HORRID POLITICAL BIT

EE OUSHOULDN'T play to your own
audience all the while. Ifyou've got
any contentin your lyrics. there’s no

point wriling a song that makes any

attempt to make a point — about the Falklands war.
the Welfare State or whatever — then continually
playing it lo people who agree wilh you. Surely if you
write a song like that, you want people who don't
agree with youto listentoit.

“Hence | found myself doing gigs like supparting
Dave Gilmour at the Hammersmith Odean, for 3.000
Pink Floyd fans who'd never buy a Billy Brag record

Ironically, we can thank the National Front for Billy
Bragg's interestin politics. [1was when they were
selling papers culside his school gate. and down at
Barking station, thal he first became aware of the
whole thing. Curiosity aroused, “it was in the face of
these right wing revolutionary Tories that have come
through since 1979. that | began to think of Labour -
astheonly real alternative.”

Nowadays. every other gig he plays seemstobea
benefitjob, such as the recent GLC appearances
He'd like to see the Labour Party wake up ta the
possibilities: "It's obvious. | mean, draw me up a list
of bands who'd be willing to play forthe
Conservalive Party. And when I think of all the bands
who'd play for Labour. they'd be foolish not to doiit.

“It's not a case of the Labour Party wanting to ba
hip:it's a way of drawing attention to their policies. if
the Conservatives have got control of the daily
papers, and the Labour Party has to skirt around to
getlo people. then putting on gigs is as good a way
asany. .. .

“Atthe same time. | know that by continuing doing
gigs for the Labour Party you can be preaching to the
converled. [t's the guy who doesn twant to know.
whoisn't particularly interested. who just wanis to
come along to the gig 1o meet some women ar
whatever. . . It's notlike that Prince film (he means
\he finale of Purple Rain), | dontthink audiences are
converled to socialism by eye contact with me.
(faughs).

“If I didn't think the message in some of my songs
was getting through. then cbviously lwouldn'tdo it.
Notthatthe message is Storm The Winter Palace or
anything. Bul the whole thing is. there's more to it
than making lots of money and selling lots of
records. There are things above that which are
important to me.”

SHOL‘K SEX SECRETS OF PUNK RGCKERS ON

(17 HE TROUBLE about touring with Billy
Bragg.” saysihelead singerofa
well-known bolshevik skinhead group.

“is that backstage after gigs. we'd get
blokes with beards coming round for adiscussion on

Marxism. and he dget a gang of friggin’ schoolgirls









