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ho you calling a James Blunt?” growls Billy Bragg, pop’s first
soldier-turned-troubadour, shortly after greeting Uncutin his
west London hotel room.

[t's still hard to believe that the big-nosed bard of Barking,a man
synonymous with vilified (Old) Labour pop collective Red Wedge, was once tempted to take the
Queen’s shilling shortly after the demise of his punk band, Riff Raff, back in1980. Unlike Blunt,
however, Bragg bought his way out (“the wisest £175 I ever spent”) to become the decade’s “one-man
Clash”. Blending urban romanticism with animpassioned anti-Thatcherite social conscience, he soon
gained patronage from John Peel, The Smiths and the legions of critics who likened him to Costello,
Weller and Strummer as one of UK pop’s most important protest voices of the age.

Twenty-five yearsof civilian life later, Bragg is putting the finishing touches to his autobiographical
study of nationalism, The Progressive Patriot, due for publication thisautumn, and has just
completed his ‘Hope Not Hate’ tour to raise awareness of racial issues in the wake of the British
National Party’slocal election campaign. In the meantime, Blunt comparison forgiven in good spirits,
Billy talks us through six of his best...
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Named after a comicstripin Mad magazine,
Bragg's debut tatalled just seven tracks of raw
vocal and electricguitar, retailing for the priceofa
12-inchsingle (£2.99). Its contents were raided by
Kirsty MacColl, who took “A New England” into the
UK Top 10, and even '80s chart-topper Paul Young,
who covered “The Man In The Iron Mask™.

BRAGG: | see this as my post-punk record. Or rather,
me dealing with the pain of punk leading ta nothing
more than Howard Jones's haircut. | was pretty angry
aboutthat, because untilthen 1 was consumed by the
effort of trying to change the world by buying Clash
records, So there's an element of hetrayal in there,
certainlyon*The Man In The Iron Mask”. It took three
days torecord, and actually we cut about 12 songs, but
we kept it at sevenas it needed to be shortand sharp in
keepingwith that urgent minimalism. Back then it was
considered acceptable to be solo, but only onacoustic.
| didn’t want that, though... tobe a Nick Drake and play
folk clubs, because | knew the audience | was looking
forwasn't there.

Thereis politics on the album, but itwasmuch more
broad and humanitarian - “A New England”, obviously,
and “The Busy Girl Buys Beauty”, whichwasa critique
of consumerism. It wasn't until later that something
happenedwhich cast the classic Billy Bragg and
changed me forever. And that something was the
miner's strike.
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Increasingly political both duringand after the
miners’strike (as evident on '84's Brewing Up
With and 1985's “Between The Wars"” EP),
Bragg's ‘Difficult Third Album' was named aftera
Vladimir Mayakovsky poem (printed on the inner
sleeve)and caught him while Red Wedgewasat its
mostactive, Smiths producer John Porter coaxed
moreambitiousinstrumentation, while both
Kirsty MacColl and Johnny Marr guest-starred.
This was my first attempt to make a proper studio
record. Wewere up in Wood Greenwith John Porter.
Johnny Marrwas there. Infact, The Smithscameinand
recorded “Panic” for a couple of daysin between. But
the main difference between Taxman and those early
songsan Spy Vs Spyis that this is me post-miner's
strike, There's noway I'd have been able towrite a song
like “There Is Power In A Union” back in 1983 because
Ididn’t have the political vocabulary then. The same
canbesaid for “Help Save The Youth Of America”.
“Levi Stubbs' Tears” was a really important song for
me; my first real single, very minimal, and still political,
even though it's essentially a love song. And “Greetings
To The New Brunette” with Johnny and Kirsty, that
was me tryingto bring a pop sensibility towhat | did.
There's some great linesin there, though playing it now
I'vechanged that football lyric: “How can you lieback
and think of England/When you don't even know who's
managing theteams?"

Disillusioned by the ‘failure’ of Red Wedge inthe
wake of Labour’s 1987 election defeat, Bragg's
fourth shied away from political dogmain favour
of a Blood On The Tracks-styleruminationona
recently failed relationship. It remains his most
personal work to date; the bard of Barkingat his
most romantically bruised.
The ‘Mary album’, yeah! Itis the diary of arather
crazed and fabulous love affair [with ex-lover Mary
Bollingbroke]. A huge, sad indie bloke record, definitely!
Except for “Valentine's Day Is Over” which obviously
isntabout that relationship. | once had an argument
about this song with same womenin Vancouver, They
told me 1 had noright tosingit since | had noideawhat it
was like ta be the victim of male violence. | said, “You're
right, but I'm not writing this for women, |'mwritingit
forother men tosay that thisis not acceptable.”
Butit'salso the post-Red Wedge album, 5o kind of a
stepback, a recalibration of love songs.I'm alove
songwriter who writes political songs, not the other
way round. | don't mind being labelled a political
songwriter, but not being dismissed as one. The only
political sang here is “Waiting For The Great Leap
Forwards” which is where | say “mixing pop and politics,
theyask mewhat theuse is?", and 1 shrugand say, “You
goftatry.”It'sanadmission that you can't change the
world through singing about it, written not through
disillusionment, but through honesty and weariness.
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After reawakeninghis political muse on 1990's The
Internationale, Bragg's next would be his last until
William Bloke five years later. An epic (by his
standards) 16-tracker, it featured R.E.M.'s Michael
stipe and Peter Buck alongside old faithfuls Marr
and MacColl. On the back of “Sexuality”, Bragg's
label, Go! Discs, vainly anticipated pop success.
The big pop album. It started with “Sexuality”. There'sa
demo of it onthe next boxset - it sounded like “Louie
ouig”. Butthen Jahnny Marr came along, got hold of it,
andstarted playing these beautiful glistening chords.
So he tookit back to Manchester and fiddled around
and sent back this shining pop vehicle. Because Johnny
had raised the bar, itwas up to us to build an LP around
that and try to pitcheverything on the same level.

My label convinced me that as “Sexuality” was so
great, we needed to dothings their way - release three
singles, make videos, the whole thing. Whichis what we
did and it sold exactly the same amount of records as
thelast one. Soin the end | was proved right. | enjoyed
makingit, but after this album | did feel that I'd begunto
succumb to the nightmare of singles and videos which,
ilthen, I'd studiously avoided. So Iwas thinking,
atamigonnadonow? andthen | gotappendicitis
andwas off the road for six manths. By the end of that
sixmonths I wasinto a relationship which led to the
hirth of myson. Soldecided to have a break.
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Mermaid Avenue

ELENTRA, 1958

Invited by Woody Guthrie's daughter, Nora,

to provide new music for her father's ‘lost’
lyrics, Braggundertook this, in part fractious,
collaboration with Wilco, Named afterthe Coney
Island street where Guthrie lived, Mermaid
Avenue spawned a TV documentary (Man In The
Sand) and a seqjuel volume released in 2000.
Morawas great - she protected me from the Woody
Guthrieindustry, Pete Seeger and all those guys,
wha'd always known about these tracks, but wouldn't
letanyone record them because they were for Arlo
Guthrie, Ofcourse, Arlonever recorded them; nobody
did. Soshe gave me my ownspace and told me to use
thesongs thatadded another dimension to Woody.
Things like “Ingrid Bergman™ and “Walt Whitman's
Niece”, where he'sgoing out pulling birds and getting
drunkwithsailors. Because that's who Woody Guthrie
was. Hewasn't this dust bowl saint. He's the kind of
personwho'd piss inthe sink andsteal the cutlery from
thedining hall. Norawanted me to bring that out.

It did get fractious with Wilco's Jeff Tweedy, but only
afterwe'd recorded it. When we parted, they started
mixing songs I'd written, but it was just a couple of
weeks of needling that went down. Credit to Jeff, when
we came to release Vioflume 2, Wilcowentinand cut
another four or five tracks at their own expense to
balance mystuff, and they're some of the best songs.

Bty Bragg and The Blokes
England, Half English
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Now backed by The Blokes (featuring The Small
Faces' lan McLagan on keys), Bragg’s only LP of the
millennium thus far amounts to a musical thesis
on England’s national identity. By way of official
protest, the self-explanatory “Take Down The
Union Jack™ was released as a single during
Golden Jubilee week.

Workingwith Wilco changed the way | made music, that
idea of riffing with a band, whichis how the songs on
England, Half English came about. lwouldr’t have even
beenabletoarticulate my thoughtsonthetitletrack,
without The Blokes coming upwith that Arabicriff,
palitics and my music are more intertwined now, but
youcanmake a political point without hammering folk
over the head with it. Asong like “Some Days | See The

can'tdoit on my own. The paliticsisstill there, but post-
ideological. The political discourse that was going on
when I made Taxmanisn‘tthere, There's no point in me
writing big pro-union songs any more. When peoplesay
tome now, “Why write about nationalism and identity?”,
it's because that'sat the top of the political agenda at

The Billy Bragg

the moment. | don't choose these subjects, they choose Volume I
me. I'mas proud of the flag of 5t George as the Manics Doiset B 04
areofthe Welsh flag, but we need to repossessitin couking';?;ﬁ:‘_
the name of a multicultural society. We mustn't let Violume 2 will
‘Englishness’ fallinto the hands of peoplelike the BNP. be released

later thisyear.
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