Charis Tayloe

New Radical

Barking’s bloke on the soapbox in “still relevant” shock.

BACKIN 1972, when Idi Amin expelled
Uganda’s resident Asians, many of the
refugees arrived in Leicester’s Belgrave Road
enclave to join the city's small but flourishing
Asian community. The local newspaper
welcomed them with front page headlines
announcing: “Leicester|s Full Up”. Soon the
National Front, and later the BNP were active
in this slightly troubling place, a tribute to
ill-conceived urban planning.

Leicester, therefore, is an interesting
location for Billy Bragg and his Blokes
(featuring lan McLagan, once a Small Face,
and Lu Edmonds, formerly a sideman to old
punk Spizz of Athletico Spizz 80 “fame™) to
test his new hobby horse of Englishness.

“If there's anywhere where Englishness
has patency, itwould be in a town like this,”
hemuses before the show. He's a little more
tired and a touch greyer than of yore, but the
eyes still twinkle. He has, though, begunto
speak of himselfin the third person: “That
potency reflects on a Billy Bragg gig by
making the audience more perceptive.”

Bragg explains his concept at length on his
current album England, Half English.
Essentially, he is eager to galvanise a debate
about the nature of Englishness, reclaiming
the symbolic cross of St George ("Ifwe don't
repossess it, the far right will own it into
something —and he knows how vague this
“something” sounds — more inclusive,

“Multiculturalism is about 10 generations
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of Essex Braggs merging with my mother's
Italian father and my wife's Spanish father,
plus a sense of belonging based on
communal experiences as trivial as footy.
watching EastEnders and the weather
When he says much the same to the

Afterwards he notes that. “Usually crowds get
withitimmediately and cheer™. Leicester’s
reaction was more contemplative

England, Half English, released 20 years to
the day after his first gig. has its moments,
but Bragg onstage has invariably been a more
rewarding experience than Bragg on disc.
“I'm all for selling records, but I've always
made money by gigs,” he notes. "Making
records just sets the agenda for interviews.”

Tonight, beneath a banner promoting the
GMB union (*In Manchester they thought it
stood for Greater Manchester Buses”), he
isin charismatic, chatty, likeable fettie. The
politicking is sparingly but expertly deployed
and he's a very funny man, whether doing
vicious impersonations of David Gray
performing a song called Wobbly Head,
Wabbly Head or articulating his fear of Billy
Bragg tribute acts. “One thing they can't
dois give evidence to the Public Accounts
Committee.” People laugh out loud and he
uses the words “tumescence” and
“Stakhanovite” correctly.

“It bugs me —althoughit's my bed andI'm
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left-leaning British generation's American Pie
— islyrically updated and still retains its
banner-waving punch. Best of all, inevitably,
is the newly relevant ANew England. The
punky delivery injects some ocomph and
blows through the mid-paced cobwebs,
although the phone in the best line {"When
the phone didn't ring, | knew it wasn't you')
is mysteriously transformed into a buzzer.

Here, then, lies Billy Bragg's dilemma. “My
ideals haven't changed, butif you're a topical
songwriter you've got to be careful. The '80s
Billy Bragg isn't relevant any more, so 20 years
on, the fact that people give a shitabout what
I dois great. Now, I'm trying to make them
understand that Take Down The Union Jack is
Between The Wars for the 21st century.

“l can't sing like Mariah Carey, | can't dance
like J.Lo and | can't make music without an
agenda. 'mfucking Billy Bragg. | don't have
anything to prove. | do what it says on the tin,”

And so he does,

John Aizlewood

Billy Bragg: “Shall | do

my wobbly D Gray
impresslon now?”



