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the overall feel is right.

“lcouldn’ twsthavegons
back into the studio ani
recorded another ‘Life’s A
Riot',” explains Bil Iz “There's
still a place for that kind of
spirit on ‘Brewing Up" but
there also has to be room for

rogression to make itmore
Interesting.

Panpla keep telling ma you
can't make good fast-paced
songs without bass and
drums. Now, | don't believe
that's nacessarily wrong, but
I'm trying to find out if you can
ornotwithout going the
traditional way.

ISTENING TO him talking

about how he recorded

'Brewing Up’telisyou a

gooddeal aboutthe
nature of the Bra
sﬂa!ghtl’omarﬂggarp and
purposeful geezer but one
who is always prepared to
listen and be open minded.
And that's what you geton the
album.

“I didn‘t sit at homewriting
songs forthe album. Mearly all
of them |'d baen playing live
and getting to know gradually.
Andwhen it comasto
recording them | wanted to
improve on every version I'd
done upto then. |used the
John Peel sessions to try out
somethings and it gave me
something tothink about
while | was in the bath.

"l decided totry out a couple
of them with other
instruments sol landed up
with a trumpet solo on ‘The
Saturday Boy' and argan all
the way through *A Lover
Sings". | thinkit makes them
more :nlems.‘tlng without
comprom ising anything.

“Butthere were a couple of
songs lwrote just before the:
albumwhere | had to commit
mng;salf to anarrangement

‘ore | had the chance to play
them in live.

“lwrote It Says Here' just at
thetime Maxwell was buying
the Mirrar Group. It all came
together in one fell swoop. |
recorded the backing track one
afternoon and it went so well |
was feeling really inspired so|
went home and polished up
the lyrics and | was still
polishing them up onthe bus
the naxt moming,

“lwas really excited about it
and | played it much louder on
recordthanldoon stage now. |
thinkit's a good track to open
thealbum with too. | wanted ta
think ‘Hello, Billy Bragg's
changed® and wait for the bass
and drums to come in. But they
don’t, and I'm quite proud of
that. That's why it"s the first
track and the most produced
track.

“lalso had to be wary of
hiding behind the production
and technology while | was
making the album. | have alot
of energy inside mewhen |
play and |l try to getitout as
percussively as possible. Even
on aslowsong like ‘A Lover
Sings', | ean keep it going with
Just ona string.

“It's like those Otis Redding
songs we've been listening to
inthe car. Take away the horns
and thera's almost nothing
there except the voice. It'sthe
horns that are giving the song
the punctuation.

“And that's the whole thing
about it solo—ata timewhen
aeverybody seams to be going
for s much as possiblein
terms of sound and
production, I'm trying to keep
itas minimal as possible and

_ stillkeep the same effect.I'm

using the lyrics to deliver the
punch instead of a horn
section ora syn-drum.”

HE OTIS Redding tapes

we've been listening to

hawve formed partof a

non-stop musical
backdropto a brisk trek across
Holland in the back of the
Bragg-mabile just before his
current British tour.

Continues page 28
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‘We hard-nosed the Dutch
highways to an audio barrage
of country music, souland
R&E over which we enthused
with continual relish.
Abstemious in body ifnotin
mind, Billy was cheerfully
tolerant of the hippier
indulaences ofthe other three
occupants of the car, keenerto
find what we had in common
ratherthan any differences
between us.

Such an attitude helped him
Lo win ovartwo contrasting
audiances in successivedays
without ever having to be
condescending.

Groningen, a university
town in narthern Holland, he
played at the Club Vera, runin
the style of a commune for and
by the tawn's high propartion
ofunemployed.

Upstairstheclub’s most
active members mingled
around the dressing room/
coffee bar and a blackboard on
the wall listed the prices of five
differant kinds of dopa.
Downstairs in the basement
they were showing videos sent
over by the miners.

After starting with a speady,
intense thrashthrough John
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Cale's ‘Fear|s A Man's Best
Friend"to warm himselfup,
SragE used hisfamiliarity with
“The Busy Girl Buys Beauty' to
clown around alittle and insert
ajokey Alarm guitarsolo
stance and then compare it
withthe Clash. The bi-lingual
crowd gotthe joke easily and
from then on he could do little
Wrong.

It brought out several witt
comments, not to mention his
first ever venture into rock
theatre with an appallingly
kitsch illuminated glossy
painting in a fake antique
frame purchased in Brussels
and perched on his amplifier.
__Atone point he leaned over
into the audience to pull outa
tape recorder and give the
bootlegger a personal
message of endorsement. And
when someone called out for
‘Egyptian Heggaa’ Iwell, itwas
that kind of audiencel, Bragg
was able to pick his way
hesitantly but correctly
throughit.

Intmducing his belowed It
SaysHere' with a short lecture
on the British press scene, he
added "and | wanted towrite it
becausel’m thevaice of our

eneration after Howard
lones’.

Nextmorning over breakfast
he's utterly non-plussed when
I'suggest that he has morein
commonwith Howard Jones
than he might think. Not
because both are also solo acts
oreven because I.har arg
among the mora genuine
peoplel've come acrossin
rock and roll but becausa
they've both set conditions
and standards on their bids for
success that are stricter than
the norm. Billy remains
singularly uncanvineed by my
theory however.

And any similarities seem
pretty far-fetched a few hours
later aswe stand huddied
outside the Mazzo Club in
Amsterdam, a trendy disco
that has no word outside of
any appearance by Billy Bragg
this ewening.

. Weknowthere is somebody
inside tha club because Andy
the road manager has just
talked tothemonthe
telephone but they seem
incapable of coming tothe
frantdoorto letusin. Morale is

OW.
Ittakas a warm French meal

to raise our spirits, courtesy of
Billy's Dutch publishing
representative. This might
sound like ajoke butit'strue
andwhat's more he becomas
et anotherin a succession of
Ero{e_ssional rock peoplawho
ecome prepared to put

themselves out for Billy Bragg
aTtllr coming into contact with

im.

Thearrival of 200 or so
Ecoprea tthe clubis a further

oost. Butthay are a more
metropolitan crowd,
sympathetic butless
interasted in the politics and
polemics bahind somea of the
songs.And ha keeps being
distracted by a video in one
cormer of the club which
doesn't halp. Buthe
concentrates harder on the
sungs tocompensate and it's
on that level that he wins
through.

ARLY THE nextmorning
we are hurtling towards
Zeebrugge to catch the
= cross-ferry channal in
time for Billy to make an
unannounced appearance
with Echo And The Bunnymen

at Hammersmith Palais that
avening.

He supported the
Bunnymen on their American
tour during the summeras a
way ef introducing American
audiences to himself and vice
versa, Heclearly goton well
anough to be invited back to
the warren.

After we've madethe boat
with minutes ta spare and re-
acquainted ourselves with
greasy English food, Billy and |
sit down to wait for the white
cliffs of Dover to hoveinto
view and | askif thera's
anybody he woo/dn't support.
Perhaps hisstrangestsupport
bill this year was for David
Gilmaour at Hammersmith
Odeon—heevengavethema
few bars of ‘Arnold Layne’.

“Thatwas a wonderful
oppartunity to playin front of
peoplewho had never heard of
meandweren't particularly
interested in me. They just
wantedto relive their Pink
Floyd memaories and then go
home totheirsemis and play
*‘Meddle’ ona more time. Sol
jumped atthechance and gave
them ane of my fastest seis—
none of the drippy stuff.
“|5there anybady I wouldn't
support? Apart from
Screwdriver (a skinhead band
with declared National Front
sympathies), | don'tthink so.
And maybe eventhen ifthe
drcumstances wera right.

"My criteria for opening for
anybody is: 1. Where are they
Dlavinp—isit somewhere |
havan H)Iav&d befaore? 2. Are
!.ha\g different or similarto
mai—if they're different it's
often better, 3. Do | like what
they’'re doing? Bacause, ifit's
someone like Death InJune I'd
have towaigh up very
carefully whether'd be
attracting more peopleto see
them because | personally
believe, despite their denials,
thatthey have a vary strong
flirtation with fascism,
whether or notthey ara
fascists themse|ves.”

What does Billy think he's
learntinthe busy year since
‘Life’s A Riot"cama out, asa
musician as will as the
business end.

“Technically I'm still nota
particularly good player
although I'm getting better. |
don’tread music. Instead | play
around with chord shapesin
the Buddy Holly/Wilke
Johnson style.

- “Butl'velearnttoinvestthe
sanssv\glth mara rhythm, Thay
used to just explode out of me,

“Itry and have aslittle to do
with the busingss end of itas
possible. Obviously I'm a part
ofitand|don't pretend to exist
outside of it but | think the
punters are much more
impaortant than the business
andthat’s what|concentrate
on.

“There are some things you
justhave to accept. In order to
sell records you have to take a
certain amount of shitand
there are some things that just
‘wan't happen however hard
you try—and if you're not
careful you can finish yourself
trying—so somatimes you just
have to ride it out and stick
with the things you really
beligvein.

“For example, lwon't take a
record company advance

bacausa that keeps thecardsin
my hand, and | won't signa
long-term deal for the same
reason. My deal with Gol Discs
{wha rescued him after his
original Utility Records got
frozen out of Charismawhen
Virgin tried to swallow them] is
finighed with this album but
the chances are I'll go back to
them because they ve been so

ood tome. They've given me
the freedom to do what | want
so there’s arelationship based
on trustinstead of a contract
that gives them anarmanda
!awnd gives me two houses
inWeybridge.

“I'm not prepared to put
bass and drums on my racords
justto please American record
companieswho thinkyou
can'tsell records unless you
do. And I'm not prepared to
compromise yat over
choosing the price for my
albums.

“'Life's A Riot’ cost five
grand and ‘Brewing Up’ cost
about twice that | think, butthe
first paid for the second. And
althoughthe secondisa
pound morethesohgsare
actually 25 per cent cheaperif
you work itout,” he says with
impish acumen.

But how faris he prepared to
promaote himelfto sell his
recards?

“Making records is partof
the job and doing interviews
like this is part ofthe job. But
ﬁlaying gigsisthe job. That's

* howlearn my living. Ifthe
records start selling then Il
earn my living from them as
well.

“Singles and videos are also
a part of promotion and if |
didn’t play gigs then |'ddo
them but I'm willing to play
anywheresoldon'thaveto
botherwiththem.

*“I've been on television. And
I goton MTV in America as
wall becausethey came and
filmad mewalking around
with my portastack {inwhich
his entira stage gear is packed
inta rucksack) at the New
Music Saminarin New York.
That's OK, anybody can come
andwatch me wﬂlkiﬂﬂ. But I'm
notinterested in making
videos.

“lalso feel uncemfortable
about being acelebrity which
iswhy lwouldn't do Pop Ouiz
or any of those sortof shows—
even though | like watchin
them. | don’t mind dc—lngE?g.&t

Week because you're
being asked for your opinion
asa professional musician.
Butldon’t want to be treated
assome kind of calebrity just
because |'ve had a record in
the charts.

“lwon't talk tothe Sun either
because | don't think it would
do any good. X-Moore ofthe
Redskins takes the opposite
view and thinks it would be

ood for them to expound
their viewsin tha Sun butl
think he's bainq naive if ha
thinks thatthey'd print it the
way he said it—and fie’sa
journalist!”

He's not quite 5o harsh with
Soundsthough. Last
Christmas we asked him to
write a piece for us and he duly
obliged, When he came into
pickup a copy we jokingly
suggested he put an inveice on
the editor's desk. He did and
three months later he got paid.



