“All of

my dreams
came true’

THE CAMPAIGNER BILLY BRAGG

The Miners’ Strike, the
return of folk protest and
the battle of sty le over

content — for I*Z\'{'r'}-'mn".»;

Favourite Singing Commie’s
the main aim was “to be
ziggy when everyone else
was mbg\'"

Bragg’s first promotion break came in 1983
when he heard John Peel announce on air
that he was hungry. The ambitious folk
protest singer rushed to Broadcasting
House with a mushroom biryani and the
grateful DJ played an extract from Life’s A
Riot With Spy V5. Spy — albeit at the wrong
speed. The Big-Nosed Bard From Barking,
now 47, has since made 17 albums and loud-
ly maintained the left-wing political cam-
paigning he began with the Red Wedge
movement in the 'S8os. He was recently
asked by Nora Guthrie to set some of her
father’s unrecorded lyrics to music. He
lives with his wife and children in Dorset.

€€ IF YOU COULD SUM UP my whole
schtick in the ecarly "S8os, it was to be anti-
Spandau Ballet — to be ziggy when everyone else

was zaggy. So one of the defining moments of the
"8os for me was when Gary Kemp came to play a
Red Wedge gig, 'round about Christmas 1985.
Evervone was going, ‘Don't let Braggy know!"and
he only came to find me before [ went on, the
poor sod — he'd never played solo before and
wanted some advice. I had to give it to him. He
came to that gig having written Through The
Barricades — no Free Nelon Mandela, admittedly,
but even so — and I thought, shit, if he's on my
side, I can't hate that side of things any more.

The way politics and pop came together
defined the '8os tor me. In the carly 'S8os, before
the Miners’ Strike, it was very us versus them: the
masses of people riding in off the back of the
New Romantics, all style over content, and the
tew people like me, who were resolutely content
over style. The people who wanted Maggie
Thatcher out rather than some new Haircut One
Hundred woolly jumpers. Of course, there has to
be both camps in pop, and the fact that we were
doing the opposite to everyone else at that
moment did help my career, I know that now.
People who read the inkies hadn't expected punk
to die on its feet in 1982 with Sandinista, and they
wanted music to keep being reactionary and
political. Bronski Beat, The Redskins, even The
Smiths to some extent, got that inkie support on
the back of their songs or statements — there
were people who supported that homegrown,
proper songwriting rather than, ‘Her name is Rio
and she dances on the sand’,

That punk or DIY ethic found itself into our
political goals. I'd play Nicaraguan Solidarity gigs
with The Style Council — give Weller his due, he
was one of the few that managed to be in both
the style and content camps — and 1'd play gigs
with people like Elvis Costello organised at spe-
cific coal pits during the miners’ strike. I'd hear
miners’ wives, these women who'd never spoken
before in public, giving these incredible speech-
es. The pit gigs were very, very powerful. Day-to-
day political education touring around the north-
ern coalfields.

And then Live Aid came along. The miners’
gigs had definitely made it hip to step up on stage
and make a point, and Live Aid took that a stage
further. It allowed the stylish lot to have content.
I'm not denying Live Aid's power, but hardly any
of those groups helped the miners and it’s not
hard to be againse the idea of starving children.
Live Aid wasn’t anti-Thatcher or against mone-
tary capitalism, against things that acrually made
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