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Our intrepid man on the street EVERETT TRUE cuddles up to BILLY BRAGG on a pavement in
Victoria and talks to the bard about masturbation, Scouting, Bolivian folk songs and his new
single, ‘Sexuality’. Sleeping bug shots: STEPHEN SWEET

IT’S QUITE SPACIOUS, ISBILLY BRAGG'S BEDROOM. AIRY
too, ifa mite on the cold side. It doesn't seem to have any walls. It's
untidy, very untidy: debris keeps whirling around like skaters
down the localice rink. Andlit's noisy. Can’tsomeone do
something about all those garbage trucks and buses thundering
by eve minutes And, while they re atit, could they turn
those b?c’:lsred lights off2 They're not exactly conducive tosleep

Another weird thing is the number of pecple
who are using B|'||y“3aedroom as some sort
ofthoroughfare: policemen, primly-dressed
Humpsiec:d sorts, scruffil cheer{urlﬂomdess
types bearing cups chol{ee and biscuits,
photographers. Andhis bed's ridiculously
crummedp— there's three of us on it, huddled
together for warmth in our sleeping bags,
inches away from one another. IfI roll over
once more |'m gonna push Sharon clean off
her bit of cardboard.

Uh-oh. Cardboard?Hang on. Thisain'tno
bedroom! This is a grey patch of pavement
nextto the Christian Bookshop tothe side of
Westminster Cathedral and me, Bill and
Sharon (a former homeless atthe ageof 16)
aretaking partin the all-celebrity National
Sleep OutWeek, dedicated to highlighting
the problems of Britain’s homeless.

I never dreamed thatwhen | reviewed Bill's
new single, “Sexuality” o few weeks back,
cifing itas a song that “Elvis Costello should
kill for nowadays”, praising its witty and
joyous celebration of bedside politics, |
would end up sleeping next roﬁ(i)rn, talking
aboutwhich side of the bed he prefers
[“left!”). And whether he snores (he doesn't). And Robert De
Niro. And anything, in fact, but the thorny subjects of politics and
socialism which Billy is so renowned for sticking his neck out
about.

But then who could have done?

Was itlike Private Eye described it (Bragg singing pro-union songs
to mine-workers who were suffering precisely because of their
union)?

"Yeah, itwasa bit. They got their facts back o front, butthere was a
certain embarrassment atme being an emissary of Western culture
You go and meet these people, notthe miners so much but all the
tribes, and they'd sing one of their songs fo us and expect me to sing
ane back. Kershaw suggested | sang a Kenn
Rogers song, cos people like Kenny all aver the
world, so me and Kershaw sang ‘Ruby Don't
Take Your Love To Town', but that didn‘t move
themmuch.

“Their song sounded like ‘Ging Gang Gooly’
{the Boy Scouts’ campfire anthem), so that's
whatlsang tothem. They really gotintoit, so
ﬂ'lulende(?u inthefilm, me onc?rhese Indians
sitting roundpl’ne fire, all drunk out of our brains -
aseminal momentinrock!

“Butthat's whatwe were talking about earlier;
being a boy scoutreadies you for everything,”
Billy continues, unstoppable now he's had his
coffee. “Lock where we are now: butbecause
wewere boy scouts, we think nothing of all this.
You've gotyour sleeping bag and your
pyjamas, I've brought abar of chocolate to get
us thro e night.”

Whataboutyour Kendall Mint Cake?

“Oh, | forgetthe Kendall MintCake! The
Qutdoor Pursuits Shop in Acton was closed!”

Jeremy Irons: trying out for the
rolo of Shaun in the forthcoming

Mol _
Happy Mondays film 1" M almost on the pavement now. | shove the

reluctantBilly over a few inches and we all
shuffle our bodies along.

“Look, I'm on the join now,” Billy complains. “l had a nice warm
spotinthe middle rLere, Everett. I'm sleeping on top of the Virgin
Mary now.”

Yeah, you're right. Itis warm. Shutup and let me ask you another
question. How do you feel about being thought
ofas a political commentator when most of your
songs have been about relationships and sex?

“Idon’tmind. It's my equivalentot Madonna's
pointy bra. | don'thave the pointy bra, | have the
polifical songs. So while people are obsessed
with what bras Madonna's wearing on this four,
likewise they wonna know what my political

lingsare.

“I'm glad it's thatway, butequally 'm also
aware thatl can be seen as a bittwo-
dimensicnal. Hopefully ‘Sexudlity’ will drive
bit of a spike through golbanner, eventhough
itis political

Political. Why? (You try being profound when
someone keeps cnminiup toyou and telling
gzu how much they'd like to setyour sleeping

galight.)

SO whatwouldyou talk aboutif you were
sharing a bed with Billy Braga? That s right.
Masturbahion.

How did you firstdiscover masturbation?

“One nightwhen | staying atmy auntie’s
house in a reom with a load of very old
Ficrures on the walls,” Bill remembers, his

face inches from mine, our noses almost
clashing. “It seemed like the natural thing to
do for comfort, My strongest memory of it was
that it was accompanied by an incredible
feeling of deja vu.

How did you know to do it with your hands2

“I've always feltthat if God didn‘twantus to
rEas'm r’oTlle he moulgn'rhave Tb'l’ade ourarms
this length, cos they do naturally go on your

enitals, don'tthey2 IFhe hudn’lwanleg usto
So it, he would have given us short, stubby
ones up here, or long ones down 16 our
knees.”

| ask Billy if he wants to know how | first
discovered that! could use my hands to
masturbate with, making sure my arms are above sleeping bag
level for the benefit of a passing paliceman.

“You read The Boys’ Guide To Scouting: 1969 - The Liberated
Version'. Itwas in the back, under onanism.”

Don't be silly. They did away with the Onanism Badge long
before ljoined.

“| got mine. Three limes "

Itwas in a book about prisons.

“Butdid you use the standard or pepper-pot
grip (holds hand in a circle, upside down
and sfarts shoking it)2 There was much
debate in school which was better, because
the pepper potwas more like putfing itinto
something. And so-called the pepper pot
because of the mofion ... "
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- f ) “Because it talks about the poliics of sexuality,

i1 \‘ 3 whichinthe Nineties is a very polifically

¢ ] sensitive area,” Billy replies, sﬁc?oin the fellow

‘ off. “The rightto express your sexudlity isa
ready fundamental human right, the same as the right
to live withoutthreat of being jailed and fortured
for your political beliefs.”

“You know, | always thought you mustbe really stupid, because of
the way you sing,” Sharon interjects, giving up any pretence of
sleep. “Butyou're actually quite intelligent.”

“Thanks,” Billy remarks drily.

Oh, don‘tmind her. She's just mad because we nicked her space.
Carryon.

“Asa socialist I'm a great supporter of individudlity,” Billy
continues, hwisting fo one side
tostretch his legs. “The most
important thing we have is our
individual hopes and fears
and doubts and cha racter,
and unless there's provision
for collective health care and
collective education then only
the rich and the powerful get
to express their individu:lﬁ;.

"5exua|\i:yhis confidence
because while you're having
sex you're hopefully putting
yourself in a situation where
you feel very vulnerable. It's
thorny ground justto be able
to lay here and gaze into your
eyes and falk about across the

illow,” Billy expands huskily.
“Well,it'snota pillow, if'smy bag on:ryour jacket, butyou know
whatl'm saying.”

|
Look at little Evereti: tuckered
outali

T T

IT’ S almost two o clock. We would have
started the interview earlier, but you know
whata nightouton the files is like. It s hard to
concentrate whe“l yUUF ass is sore ’rOm &1&
cold, hard pavement, and a constant stream
of well-wishing regular homeless keep
dropping by fo see how you're doing.

The cof?ee they bring us is well appreciated,
though.

Okay, whathave you been doing since ‘88
and "Worker's Playtime”2

"Well, there was The Internationale’ [an album of political
mn?s] released on the First of May lastyear, bUIWEEeOp”hﬂI low
Ero ile deliberately,” Billy replies, snuggling down inta his bag

rwarmth and pushing me clmcsiof? ie cardboard. “Since

then I've been touring, did that Bolivia thing with Kershaw for the
BBC's ‘Great Journeys'.”

“Geosh, these nights on the road sure age you,
don't they Billy?~
“Sure do, ET*

THE nightis quiet. Suspiciously so. The regulars seemto be on their
best behaviour— aside from a liitle good-natured ribbing of Billy and
myself~helped, no doubt, by the presence of the celebs_ The police,

THE NIGHT I SLEPT WITH BILLY BRAGG

too, for doubtless the same reasons.

The only minor excitement occurs when Sharon asks a couple of
bobbies to sponsor her and a photographer comes over, thinking
thatwe're being arrested. He's foll sharply by a few (younger)
locals, scenting frouble. Weinform them that the coppers are on?y
doing his bitto further community relations and they {::k
disappointed. “We wereallready to weigh in on your side,” they
complain.

Then Billy starts winding up the unsmiling one of the pair, informing
him that he spotted a puironery dubious Irishmen earlier on,
bearing a holdall and a loose trainer.

“Here, are you being sarcastic?” Miserable asks.

“Well, iflam and it' s an arrestible offence, you've gotme bang to
rights, officer,” Billy cheekily replies. Miserogle shies when
Sﬁuron asks him fo sponsor her, but the younger chap sticks around
totell us various fricks he and his colleagues pull to help the homeless
{they're forbidden by law to offer them money, food or cigarettes).

Then we getinto an argument over which is the better Jam album,
“Sound Affects” or “Setting Sons”. “Bloody coppers, keeping law-
abiding derelicts awake discussing pop music,” Billy facetiously
remarks as he departs, We laugh as we try to picture a stafion load
of coppers singing along fo “Down In The Tube Station At Midnight”.

BACK on ourown again, | ask Billy as fo whether talking about sex
takes away a lotof its mystery and glamour.

“No, notatall,” he refutes. “I spent a good week walking around
with awoman talking about doing itbefore we ever did it—itwas
much more exciting like that. Itheightened the expectation.”

Well, | read about these men who have no feelings towards women
and justgo for astraight in-and-out type ***, but!'d be quite
surprised if any of my friends actually tumned out to be like that.

“Yeah, | agree, i's too broada generoliscll’icn, Some dﬂys | could
dowith juststraight in-and-out, really go for it, and then other days|
could justlay down with someone andhave a cuddle and go to J:ep
with them or whatever. It isn'talways straightin-and-out, or ifitis,
how boring! Sex can become menatonous, like anything else.”

Idon'tsee how sex could ever become monotonous.

“You mustintroduce me to some of your friends. Either that, or
you're notdoing it enough.”

I'm notdoing itenough.

“In my experience, people talka good f***, butwhen itcomes
down foit most peaple need affection more than they need a f***.
And then there are times when a good fee* will really setyou up for
the afternoon.”

Sharon sits up: “I can’t believe you two met for the first time tonight.
You're notreally going to print this, are you2”

Try me.

Acoupleof drunken kids from the streetcome over and, unsure as
to which of us is actually the famous Secialist pop star, ask if
someone can sign their jeans. Billy, irresponsible as ever, points
$em i }r: my direction and | oblige. Not sure if I got the B in Billy right,

ough.

Okay. Why did you putthat “I'm sure everybody knows how much
my body hates me” line into “Sexuality”2

“Because | didn’twant itto come aver saying like | was some
incredible sex god. Iwanted ittobe honest. I'm anly flesh

Soyou're nota sex god?

“l am, but not all the time. It depends. Treat meright Everelt, and
who knows?”

It's a bit public here.

“They're all asleep.”

She's nat, | say, pointing at Sharon who's sitting up and grinning. -

“No, don'tstop,” she replies. “This is getting inferesting.”

Aminor fracas occurs justacross the way, as a drunk woman starts
s:-uouling at some imaginary threat. We decide to pack itin and goto
sleep.

IT*S morning now, or what passes for itround Victoria's grimy
surrounds. Agrisk Northern wind, whipping in around five o'clock,
testily informs us of the fact. All around the homeless and the
celebrated are siretching, yawning, testing their limbs to see if
they're still working as well as the night before. A cluster of
photographers and journalists gather round the cordoned-off area
where Peter Bottomly and DerefNim moare holding court. Emma
Freud comes over and graciously offers fo fetch me and Sharon a
cupof coffee.

Billy informs me | don't snore after all. I inform Billy that he’s never
gonna appear on “Pillow Talk” it he's always this gruesome to wake
upnextto. GLR come over to ask Bill how itwas. Bill tells them that as
if's the heightof summer and we've only been here for anightit
wasn'texactly a hardship, buthe wouldn'trecommenditas a
lifestyle to anyone. And he's shocked atthe youth of some of the
homeless here.

Jeremy Irons wanders over, looking more destitute than anyene, in
his irilby, shades, jeans and two day growth, He congratulates us on
ourchoice of location. Being sensibTe, we'ddecided to sleep with yer
actual homeless, away from the celebs, under cover and with hot air
venfs keeping us [reasonably) warm. “You don'tget muchheat from
awooden cathedral door,” he says pointedly, looking towards the
steps where National Sleep Out Week helpers are already
garherinE up the boxes in readiness for fonight's stint at Greenwich.

The Maker posse and the star with a conscience refire to Victoria
Station for a sausage butty and a dose of early morning commuter
reality. The homeless pick up their sleeping bags and go shuffling off
intothe periphery of our lives once more.

If's just another morning in London.

“Sexuality” is outnow on Go! Discs







