Stephen William Bragg,
January 16, 2006, Imperial
College, London. 5till dreaming
after all these years...
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ELECTRIC
TROUBADOUR
BLUES

He was a docker. He was a miner. He was the clarion of DIY post-punk protest.
But hang on, who's this other Billy Bragg: the writer of timeless love songs,
gay lust object and soul survivor? John Harris brews up with a British icon.




ITH BRITISH ROCK GROUPS ONCE AGAIN speak-
ing the language of social comment, and neatly-turned

poetry of the particular starting to supersede angsty cli-
ché {{lt\{l(}i’lll]t‘[ll\ C rut.’dlm d by the ubiquitous Arctic Monkeys,
though they’re hardly a]:m:) a |£'.1pprals1| of Bragg’s early years is
nmllx timed. On the quwt his influence has belate (1]\ '\lartulln]‘u‘l-
colate: those Staines-based social realists Hard-Fi are in the habit of

covering his 1985 single Levi Stubbs’ Tears, and in its annual list of

Great British Albums the NME recently put Talking With The Taxman
two places above the Stones’ Let [t Ble sed. His influence on the non-
musical world may be even greater: wi ith gentle pride, he can name a
handful of young Labour MPs whose passage into politics began in the
1980s, when Br agg’s music warmed the hearts of those whose habits
were formed ‘\L“II'I" at the TV during Question Time.

In 1976, \\-||||.|n| was still his middle name, and Stephen Bragg
was in Barking, freshly liberated from school with a solitary ‘O’ le \:1
in I‘:llé‘ll_\h
Philip ‘\'\!'.5_-,_“ Wigg — part of “the generation that had s spentits adoles-
cence in love with ﬂlt kind of |>arod -back rock’n’roll played by the
Stones and Faces. They formed a band, The Flying Tigers, and did
covers of The Faces’ Borstal Boys and Jackson Browne -\"I:J\L It Easy,
and selfowritten distillations of the transatlantic rock'n’roll dream
with such titles as Little Miss Julie and The Rain Came Dmrn On
Main Street, “It all seemed to be about being in .-\mL rica,” he says,

“searing a cheese-cloth shirt in an open- Ln}ppl.d car.’

Tlu‘\ swerved away from such impossible dreams via a well-

worn route: Dr Fee lguu:l Eddie & The Hot Rods and The Jam (*All

and — almlg‘ with his long-standing g‘ullnr-phvmé\ friend
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Bragg kickstarts the
revolution: (left) in New
York, August 11, 1984,
wired for sound; (right)
at the Rock Garden,
London, November 16,
1983. "l was a one-man
punk revival, | suppose.”

connected I)\ that R&B thing”). When the latter were brought by
The Clash’s White Riot tour to London’s Rainbow on May 9, 1977
the headliners entranced Bragg and his friends. At a th‘ILL, The

Flying Tigers gave up on their American fantasies, renamed them-
selves Riff Raff, and were fired by a new enthusiasm. “Seeing The
Clash,” says Bragg, “made me feel that the most important thing to
be was in London, aged 19, with a guitar in my hand.”

It is one of the more remarkable quirks of Bragg’s career that l|u'\'
actually ended up in Oundle, the compact Northamptonshire town
built around its 400- year-old public school (one notch down from
Eton and Harrow, but still an embodiment of a ver y English kind of
privilege). They first arrived in the autumn of 1977, ]Iﬂ\'lT!gdllélllL ol
ona leml\ Maker advertisement promising “an acoustically excel-
lent country farmhouse studio™, and spent their first months living,
rehearsing and recording at B(“'il shank Lodge, owned and run by a
34- \nr-uld Dubliner named Ruan O’Lochlainn, former ‘\:I\UP[]UII{
and keyboard pla\ - with Ronnie Lane’s Slim Chance. He charged
them £150week; in return, he brought his musical expertise to bear
on their rough-hewn songs, hmmmnf_, with iconoclastic brio and
determinedly English r eferences (sample song titles: Romford Girls,

Barking Par k Lake and C Umprdn nsive).

Locally, they became pleasingly notorious. “There were no punk
rockers, no Londoners, no other rock bands — and all the girls want-
ed to .~¢|1.1g us!” says Bragg. “No way were we going to come back to












