MALCOLM ESSEX

® Inthe '80s, BILLY
BRAGG was all
lumberjack shirts,
shouting and politics.
In the '80s, he's all
lumberjack shirts, pop
tunes (with politics) and
BRIT award
nominations. DAVID
QUANTICK unveils the
“post-ideological” old
Bill and watches as he
sorts out the Seppoes.
X marks the spot:
KEVIN CUMMINS

hdear. lam
going to marry
Billy Bragg. It's
like this; Billy
and | are in a tacky sort
of *50s retro gift shopin
New York— like you
do—and he is looking
for some juggling balls
to give his keyboard
player Cara Tivey.
| pass the ball-hunting time
playing with a WHO WILL YOU
MARRY puzzle and, shaking it,
discover that | am going to marry a
“good-locking, palitically correct
poet”. Bloody hell.
“Don'tworry, Dave, Il see you
right," says Billy, and puts his balls
away.
There's more than connubial
bliss to Billy Bragg; he's in America
for about the 75th time 1o tour his
new band, The Red Stars, sort out
the Seppoes (septic tanks —
Yanks). and sing ts Johnny Carson,
the man whe is like Terry Wogan,
only real. It's a funny old time for
both America and Billy Bragg; the
former isboredly going through
pre-election motions and the
latteris gearing himself up to be
something approaching a proper
rock star.

You can tell how successful
Bragg isat this because the
coppers have heard of him.
Drriving away frema soundcheck
(BOOM! CRASH! ONE TWO!
and ten seconds of Bill deing
‘Positively Fourth Street’), the
tour van is stopped by a patrol car,
After discovering whose tour van
it is, one of the officers declares,
“We won'tlet Mr Billy Bragg give
us any shit,” the other announces
that Billy Bragg is "f—ing crap”
and then— this being America and
policermen being policemen
anywhere—they lex usoff an
condition that Billy gives them
some autographed photos.

Later on, Billy takes me toa
restaurant on Broadway to tell me
who he is. The restaurant, ratch, is
Planet Healthy and we are seated
inthe weirdo section, ie the bit
where you can't smoke. Billy
orders something which isa haven
for lettuce and off we go. What is
Billy Bragg doing in a land where
the police think he is “f-ing shit"?

ears semething green.

“I've mastly been doing concerts,
just doing shows. Rockin® in the
free world,” he says. “Ostensibly
I'm here to do The johnny Carson
Shaw . . . I've done David
Letterman, which is the biggest
chat shaw on this coast, and on the
other side it's Cargon and Arsenio
Hall and | don't knaw iflll get
Arsenio fora little while. On
Carson I'll play *Accident Waiting
ToHappen'and "Sexuality’. To
50,000,000 Americans.”

Bloody hell again. Mot very
Deg And Paper Seller. How does
he feel about that, then?

CONTINUEDOVER  Post-ideologue Billy Bragg poses by the Malcolm X mural in New York, on his way to converting 49,993,999 Americans . . .
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*Phenomenal. Particularly with
the subject matzer of the songs.
50,000,000 Americans,
49,999,999 prebably don'cagree
with me, butafter doing gigs
where the majority of peopleda
agree with you, doing that show
justifies the idea that says you have
o deal with the industry to get
access to these kind of people.”

Given the nature of ‘Sexuality’'s
references to being gayand safe
sax, were there demands for fyric
changes and stufl?

Bragg adoptsa serious look and
says firmly, “No. Noneatall. Mot
unless | wannamake 'em.lt's good.
A song like ‘Sexuality’, think of all
these macho fratboys who come
heme fram the bars and see me on
Letterman singing *[ust becouse
you're gay, | won't tum you away”. |
mean, youwon'tchange the
world butat least you are
challenging the stereotypesin
what s a sexist, racist,
homophaobic industry. And maybe
that's the limit of what you can

THE BRAGG of the early 'B0s
was a lumberjack shirt-clad youth,
all seraechy guitar, shouting and
politics. The Bragg of the early
*90s is a lumberjack shirt-clad
alder man, all pop tunes, johnny
Marr and BPl-nominated videos.
He's not the man he was, of
course; he knows the limits of
agit-pop. But did he ever think he
could change the world witha
song?

“That's very hard to say,” says
Bill, frowning. “You writea song
as it is and you hope thelistener is
going to take the ideas you're
trying to putacross and apply
them to their own

sipuation . . . "

OFK. Has there beenashift in
Bragg'sattitudes now thathe ks
old and wise!

“0ld and rich? And .
wizened ., . . I'mdifierent,
yeah."” Bill counts the ways. | used
to think thata.nmu'ryﬂgpemt
yeu had to phay it fastand loud
kinda like Steven Wells type, but
new |'maware that youcan be just
as palitical and just as angry and
Justas moving by talking softly but
directly on asubject. | used ta
think that videos were a total and
utter waste of time and never
anything but adverts for the egos
aof rock stars and, worse than that,
stereotypical representations of
wamen in rock as seen through
the ayes of record company
executhves , . . "

Blimey. Talking to Billy Bragg is
not like talking to other pop
singers. Despite not having been
to public school like everyone else
in the NME, he is articulate like
Player’s Mavy Cut are
cough-inducing. Yhere most
musicians alkin grunts, Bragg
talksin raphs. Regaining his
thread magnificently, Bill
continues, *Now ['ve changed ta.
the extent that | can get
nominated fora BPlaward for
*Sexuality’. | realised thar, for
most people outside the UK, the
only way they hear my musicis
through the satellite video
channels. And if you're going to
satout to puta seng like

s eemsicofypstime.”
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‘Sexuality’in the public
consciousness, surely you're just
being a Luddite if you say, ‘'oh,
we'll just make a record"? Surely
you want people watching The
Chart Show to see and hear the
ideas that are in your song and
surely you want people living in
Scranten, ldaho, watching their
local cable show, to seeand hear
the positive images of sexualicy
that are in that songi”

Surely . . .. Amything else?
“Preduction . . . I'mnow
relaxed enough to allow |ohnny
Marr to dowhat he wants todo
with *Secxuality” without leaning

- averhis shoulder and saying,

‘Oop, hang on, this is Billy Brage,
you can'tdathar’ . Mowit's,
‘Let's surprise people with what
Billy Bragg is, surprise the people
who like us, surprise the peaple
wha only know ‘Between The
Wars . "

Bill locks stern. “If there's one
miscenception abaut me that
Annoys me, it's the one held by
pecplewheo den't |isten to my
records. The people who do listen
know that there isa political strain
and a personal strain and they
choose the one they like. The
people who don't listen ta my
records enly knew the pelitical
strain, ‘cos that's what | got the
most publicity about. And that
made me very marginalised. 5o
“‘Sexuality’ setout tochange that;
that was why we did the dance
milx. That caused a rusthe of
outrage . . . Butwhy not? Why
be constrained!"

The best thing about Billy Bragg.
= oh, call the fashion palice and
feedusall Biur albums —isthat his
songs are about things other than
hair orbaggy shirts. *Accident
Waiting To Happen" deals largely
writh fascizsm. ‘Sexuality’ deals with
sex. In this, Bragg is like every
political falkie and squatdog
ownerin Britain. Unlike them,
though, he wants peeple who
don'tfrequent folk clubs and
squats to hear his records. That'sa
stopon. o

“‘Sexualicy’ was a big pop song
because |wanted it to be on
daytime Radio |, | wanted peopla
tohearitatschool dinner time on
thelrradio, in factories, ac home.
Sathere'savery strong difference
there between thatand the
minimalism of ‘Between The
Wars', where | consciously
wanted 1o make a record that was
so different it stoed out. Mow,
does that mean I've mellowed,
does that mean |'ve sold out, or
does that mean I'm getting more
crafty asasongwritar!™

Hey! You tell me! Billdraws a
deep breath. He isabout to use
the word “past-ideclogical” in
conversation.

“I would argue that I'm trying
to get the things | wanna sy
across toa wider
audience . . . andalsotodeal
with the larger issues that have
gottobedealtwithina
post-ideclogical world, instead of
seeing itall in purely party polidical
terms, which is very
mid-"80s . . . Ofallthe peoplein
your newspaper, | have been the
one who has most played that
ideological card in the | 9805, and |
don't wanna live it down or
disavow it bur that language, the

language of ‘There Is Power [n A
Union', is not necessarily the
language of the 305,

This is the weird thing about
great pop, eh! |t has to stand out
to be greatand at the same time it
has to fit in to be pop.

“Periapsin order to make
timeless music,” says Bill in full-on
Zenmode, “you've first gotto
imake music of your time. [t's like
you're trying te make something
that does nake sense when
viewed specifically butalsoina
breader context, otherwise
you're being bland or you're
marginalising yourself. And | think
I marginalised myself with some of
my earlier records, some of the
political stuff.”

OH YEAH, Billy Bragg, the
all-singing, all-touring. all-causes
supporting nen-dance act. fcwas.
fine by me—a house without
‘Berween The Wars' isavery
small and useless house —but does
Bill regret those days?

“Ma,” he says, unsurprisinghy. I
would regret it if [was still writing
like that mow, if | was still ractling
away at the Tories all the time. 'l
rattle away at what thay stand for,

Bill spellsitout. ..
I'll ractle away at the country

* they've created, but I'm not about

to write a whale album of songs
about ‘Maggle Maggie Maggie,
Ot Oue Out’, The ssue’s moved
an. lt'swhy there won't be a punk
revival, it'smoved on and what we
have now is John Major and the
Manic Street Preachers. Woe
betlde thase of us who try and
stay in that groove.”

Woe betide indeed. Bill
skewers acarmot. "'Don't Try This
At Home” is my first move in that
post-ideclogical bit, buy this
album, knvow me, this iswhere
we're going — 'Sexualiry’,
whoosh. Thisalbum’s nearly done
100,000 in this country, which is
mare than the other ones put
together, so it's growing.”

TIME TO goand see il thisis
true. ¥Ve gecina caband roar
through the mean streets. The
queue outside the venue is large.
A womanin a horrible red leather
jacket and Ozzy Osbourne badges
gets Bill to autograph her jacket.
Inside the venue — the sticky and
dark Marquee — the American
Democratic Socialists have a stall,
REM blare from the speakers.
Whichremindsme . . . Billy, are
REM conspiring to destray rock
musicl

Bragg adoptsavery sourloak
indeed, "In what way!"™

Well, they keep warking with
all these dodgy acts. The Troggs,
Robyn Hitchcock, Nikki Sudden,
erm,you . . .

Bill looks even more sour.
“Well, youknow, they've just had
this huge albumn that'sas mucha
sheck to them as anyeone else and
the reverence they're regarded
with, you know . . . they're
preety down-to-earth guys and
the world is their oyster and
they're trying to remain in contact
with everyday life by carrying on
what they were doing before.”

WWhat, ruining rock? Billy carries
on, largely because | didn't think of
saying “Whar, ruining rock?™ uncil
about tenminutes

“They've been doing this for
ages, it's just now because of this
album it"s VWOVY! They're kind of
the alternative Royal Family of
rock. They're trying to diversify,
rather than be successiul and pull
the damn ladder up. And quice
henestly, if | should ever beas

humungously mega as REM, |
would certainly try and do what
they're daing rather than just
disappear and say, " F— you
Quantick, you can kiss my arse
now, I'mablgrockstar . . ™
[Fair enough. [twas, hawever, a
majer weird moment for
star-spotters, seeing the 'You
Woke Up My Neighbourhoed"
video with Bragg and Parky The
Poet and Michael Stipe . . . It's

. like, where's Michael Jackson on

bongos?

“Mah! |t's natlike that! Come
on, you must admit | have more in
commen with Peter Buck and
HMichael Stipe than I do with
Michael jacksen . . . "

Maybe, but froma TV viewer's
poincofview . . . Blllgees
shouting averdrive barmy. Mo no

“Perhaps in order to make timelass music,”ponders Zen Bill. . .

He knows bloody everybody,
blaady Billy Bragg. He knows his
audience, too. The gig starts with
a bit of solo scratchy guitar, Bragg
bringsin the band and they rock
out forabit and then thetalking
begins. ‘Everywhere'is
increduced, itbeingthe |
anniversary of the day Rocsevelc
passed the order tointern
Japanese Amercians during VWW2.
Thisis Bragg on top form;
ediscating, agitating and then
hammering the emotional point
heme afterwards.

Theshow ends withan epicalty
absurd ‘Message Ta You Rudy’,
tour manager Vaughan toasting
wery impressively, despite being as
Jarnalean as The |etsons.
Afterwards Billy and the band run
around the dressing-room smiling

“Think of all these macho
frat boys who come home
from the bars and see me
singing ‘Just because you’re
gay, l won’t turn you away’.
You won’tchange the world

but at least youare
= 7
challenging the
¥

stereotypes.
na MO he bellaws, then calms a |ot. Theyare so hopped up with
down. “Fromamusician’spointof  rock joy that Bragg's roadis can
view, froma—dare | say it— even be forgiven for making me
artist'spointofview, |havemare  put my cigarette out.
incommen witha band like REM Was thar fun? Bill beams. “Gigs,
than | do with EMF, dan't yau soMme nightsyou wanna wind the

think? o would be more ridiculous
o see me with Kate Bush or
George Michael. There's a logic
when you consider my track
record and REM's, our paths were
bound te cross. Same with me and
The Smiths and me and The
Redskins. Ve were all bands whe
were willing to meet for causes.
That's how | met Matalie
Merchantand KRS-| . . . "

audience up, sometimes they'ra
too wound up. Youwant 'emto
pick up on what you're saying.
rather thanjust checr evarything,
Lascnight in Boston | got the
resules of the Primarfes and

" everyone was cheering. | mean,

what the {— were they cheering?
Paul Tsongas wins— chears—

Buchanangets 35 per cent— more
cheers. | do wonder sometimes.”

SHINWND NIATH (S3ENLDI TV

Audlences cheer you if you say
you've just got your laundry
back

“Yeah," nods Bill. “The other
strange one is when | say 'Britain is
an endemically racist nation”and
everyone cheers. You think to
yourself, waitaminute ..
They're showing their agreement,
but there must be ancther way
other than cheering or saying
‘Right on!™

Thingsare packed up. Today
Mew York, tomorrow Texas,
Yhat is Billy Bragg in America
that he isn't In England?

“Whatis | in America thar | lsn't
in England?" ponders Bill. *I'm still
in tha realm of cult here. In
England, I'm notin the
mainstream, bue theaverage
person who listens to pop will
have heard my name, BPI
nomination, all that kind of gufi. In
thiscountry I'm notby along
stretch, despite the twio cops
earlier . . . I'mafocuswhenl
come here, for people like the
Democratic Socialists whe havea
stallacthegigs . . . Inabroader
sense, I'man international

perspective, that's my angle.”

MNEXT DAY we getin the van,
avaoiding the police, and drive
down toamajor Malcolm X mural
by the river for photos. Bragg runs
up and down and Vaughan films
him. People driving past ignare
thisfrightening spectacle. Mearby
A 00p car stops and arrests some
other people fora change. It's
bonkers in America, isn't it, Bill?

“Yeah,” nods Bragg, trying to
hide frem Vaughan, “Yeu'd be
foolish to think it was justanather
culture; we're in it whether we
like it or not. There's no peint in
sitting on the sidelines and lecting
itwash ever our own cultures,
you have to offer your own peint
of view — not answers, but point of
view —and then we're making a
contribiitian.”

Bill penders amoment and finds
the right words. “Mot. . . taking
the piss."

Quite right, too. America!
Marry this man!



