By Jeff Wallenfeldt
ot a synthesizer in ear shot, no sensitive young man posturing, no
recycled funk, no simplistic sloganeering —just one guy percussively
bashing his guts out on an electic guitar, singing heartfelt songs about
life in Margaret Thatcher's United Kingdom. That's Billy Bragg, who
may prove to be the perfect antidote for the excesses of the latest
limey invasion.

After ten years of dead-end jobs (including a three-month trial shot in the
army), and membership in the recorded, though all but ignored Riff Raff,
Bragg has finally found acceptance at 26 as a solo performer. Life’s A Riot
With Spy Vs. Spy deservedly made the top of the British indie charts and
Bragg was the critics fair-haired brushtopped boy. Only those gurus of
transcendental-pragmatic luv, the Smiths, recieved more positive press in
the Britrags of late. And why not? Bragg has spent the last two years criss-
crossing Great Britain by train and bus, plopping his amp down in any pub
or polytechnic willing to give him a few square feet. Standing on stage, all
by his lonesome, playing memorable melodies off against Ramonesque
flailing and wringing compassion drenched in sincerity from his limited
voice, he is as much an heir to the tradition of the folk troubadour as he isa
one-man Clash.

Life isn't as simple as Spandau Ballet's rose-colored truths and Bragg
knows it. He sees life for all it's complexities, but writes about it with a
poetic simplicity. Although his songs are serious business, he undercuts
them with a sense of humor that becomes even more apparent live—in his
between-song quips and stories about past gigs. Because he's so casually
funny and refuses to strike a pose, we forget that we're supposed to be wor-
shipping at the feet of a pop star. His gigs are more like listening toa buddy
play for some friends in his basement.

hen I met Bragg it was in his dressing room —the men's room —at a
gig at London's Westfield College. I was immediately struck by his
intelligence and humility. I suppose it's not too hard to be humble
when you don't have to leave your dressing room to recycle the
beer you've been drinking, but Bragg gave the impression that he
_ wouldn't have acted any differently if he'd been waiting to take the
stage at Tut's or the Royal Albert Hall.

He's an unpretentious guy in a business that thrives on pomp and posing,
and it seems that having the press constantly referring to his lack of preten-
tiousness could make it tough.

"Yeah, it does, because there's always the possibility of it becoming a
pose. I listen to some of the things I've said in interviews, even asit's coming
out, and I say, ‘Oh God!' Once I heard myself saying, Tm doing it for the

kids' and I thought for Chrissakes, what am I saying? The point is, you have
to think ahead in those situations. You have to be careful you don't say
anything daft like T'm never going to do a single' or'I'm never going to forma
bandl-”

FOR THE TIME being, the only musician who is working with Bragg is
his boyhood mate, Wiggy. They grew up in the same "Led Zeppelin free

a°beOsu et

England’s newest hitmaker
&

Paul Eron photo

zone" in northeast London, and played together in Riff Raff. At some point
during each concert, Wiggy comes on stage to add some slashing lead guitar
to Bragg's anglicized version of “"Route 66," "A13-Trunk Route to the Sea."
WU B ve managed to get as far as I have by not forming a band, by being
different,” said Bragg. "If I was in a band I'd be just the same as
everybody else. So it's served me really well. If I come to the point
where I think the songs will progress if I'd form a band, I will. But I

don't see why I shouldn't be able to use other musicians on record

and still play the single.

"I've stripped this right down to just me and the guitar to build it up, to
progress, but whether that's going to turn into two guitars, a bass and






