illy Bragg is talking about the future of the

music industry, and can’t conceal a wry

smile about his own beginnings as a

troubadour. Tucking into a fresh crabmeat
sandwich in a beachfront cafe, just a few yards from
his rural Dorset home, the subject of Radiohead's
pay-what-you-want internet launch of their new
album days earlier triggers thoughts of how he once
made the retail supremos jittery with his own
attempts to subvert the norm.

“Pay No More Than £2.99" declared the cover of
his 1983 debut mini-album Life’s A Rior With Spy V5
Spy. a bold instruction repeated on che first full long-
player Brewing Up With Billy Bragg (£3.99), and the
self-proclaimed “difficult” third album Talking
With The Taxman Abour Poerry (£4.49). It may not
seem like a full-out assault on the barricades of big
business, but the suits were outraged. Just who the
hell did this shouty licele upstare think he was?

“The retailers hared it, but 1 was just trying ro give
people value for money,” he says. “This has been
reflected again with the whole Radiohead situation. 1
believe if people get access o something good that's
cheaper, they'll buy more of it. That was what was at
work with the Arctic Monkeys album, giving away
the tracks beforchand on the internet and then going
on to have the biggest-selling debut album in history.
Thar's part of the reason why I'm nor afraid of the
interner. I feel if you give people ready access to your
music, they’ll want more. They'll come and see you
live, they'll want back catalogue.

“I remember reading in 2 Bob Dylan biography
when 1 was still at school that he was influenced by a
guy named Woody Gurhrie, but it was impossible 1o
find a Woody Guthrie record back then. 1 didn't
know where to start looking, 1t wasn't unil I first
went to America in 1984 thar I fimally bought a
Guthrie record. But today, if you read that your new
idol is influenced by someboady called Billy Bragg,
with a few clicks of & mouse you can find more or
less everything you need to know about him, then
hear his stuff, buy his stuff, or find out where he's
gigging.

“The benefits of the interner, which potentially
bring us as artists much closer to our audience, are
plainly positive, Whatever happens in the music
industry, and who knows what changes there'll be in
the next 10 or 20 years, the two constants will be
people who want to make music and people wha
want to hear music. 1t's just a question of how the
industry can deal with thase changes and extrapolate
itself into any new equation which is hopefully not
as exploitative as it once was. What I mean by chat is
that you don’t have to sign a record deal for the life
of copyright, you're actually signing up for five years,
or 10 years, depending on the amount of investment,
but ultimately the tracks revert to you.

“When T've been touring the UK with my band
The Blokes, almost every garage we stop at sells
1960s compilation CDs and they’ve almost always
got Small Faces rracks on them — and lan McLagan
(former Small Faces keyboard player, now a member
of Bragg's band) makes no money from any of them,
Also, Mac made a couple of interesting solo Ls in
the 70s which he signed life-of-copyright deals far.
The result of that is they're long deleted and no one
can get them anywhere, I he had the rights reverted
back to him, he could be pressing them up off his
own bat and selling them at our gigs. There’s
hundreds of people in similar situations who could
be making a reasonable living just from selling what
is, when you ger down it, their own toil and ralent.

“I would like to sce the big recard companies — 1
think there’s maybe a Big Four or Five now, although
we'll probably end up with a Big One - clear a
moracorium on their life of copyright deals and give
back anything that's not currently available. Get in
touch with the artist, or the artist’s estate if they're no
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longer with us, and negotiare a small release fee or
something, and let these people have control over their
own music, The life-of-copyright arrangement is a
terrible thing, Thankfully I never signed any of those
deals. But bands rended to sign them because they
needed to get the music out there, they needed a record
company with a large manufacturing and distribution
business, Today, in what [ think we have 1o call the
post-analogue world, that’s not so much the case.”

Billy Bragg turns 50 on December 20, and has
now spent more than half of his life making records,
while simultaneously developing a public persona as a
political firebrand. A crities’ fave from the start, he
cur his musical teeth ar the height of Thatcherism
with incendiary but poetic ruminations on the state
of the nation, while regularly stopping off to address
affairs of the heart with some of the most nakedly
hanest love songs a fractured hearc could hold. For
every pointed Berween The Wars, Waiting For The
Great Leap Forwards or It Says Here there were
lachrymase laments like Levi Stubbs” Tears, St
Swithin's Day or She's Got A New Spell.

There has been outright pop classicism (Sexuality,
A New England, Greetings To The New Brunette), a
richly rewarding project involving writing new music
for unpublished lyrics by his hera Woady Guthrie,
and even a surprise chart-tapper with a charity-led
cover of The Beatles' She’s Leaving Home. And then
there's the been the high- and low-profile benefic
shows for political and social causes, not to mention a
slew of newspaper columns and the small macter of
his first book, 2006's The Progressive Patviot, which
saw him attempt a detailed assessment of the social
and cultural changes Britain has undergone over the
last few centuries. He returns to music in early 2008
with the release of My Love & fustice, his first album
of new material for six years.

“Instead of making an album in about 2004, when 1
might have been expected to have something new, 1
started to write a book, which took up a lot of time
and concentration. | was abour halfway through when
the British Narional Party won 12 seats on Dagenham
&¢ Barking Council, where I grew up. The year before
they'd won just a single sear, and thar’s what kicked off
the book idea. I thoughe that was appalling enough,
and that was the spark to write something about
British cultural identity. In order to do thar, to make
people understand that I really do love my country and
where I'm from, I buried mysclf in tons of research
and gave myself over rorally to the project.”

Were you academically gifted at school?

“] was always interested in history. 1 gor woodwork
and history CSEs, which prompted my sports master
to say “Thar's grear, Bragg, you'll be able to make
antiques’, T think quite a few songs on my albums
throughout my carcer have shown a strong sense of
history and identity, so ['ve probably been writing
abour history or asking questions about history all

along, I'm basically saying, “What can you see where
you are? This is what's in my boring little corner. Why
is my town where it is? What historical necessity led o
the building of my rown? Who does my town belong
102" So, I think the book, and 1o a lesser extent some of

the songs I've written, is trying to show thac history is
abour layers, people are about layers.”

Did writing the book influence what you
wrote for the new album?

“Yes, in the sense that in the book [ wrote abour how
[ was first politicised by The Clash and Rock Against
Racism, which caused me to really think hard abour
who it was whe engendered thar change. Ultimarely,
I came to feel that it wasn't so much The Clash
themselves or the speeches from the stage at those
events, it was actually being in that audience, That's
what made me feel thar thar was what my generation
was gonna do, | was a member of the generation tha
was going to make a stand on the issue of
discrimination, in the same way that G0s youth made
a stand against the Vietnam war, or the 50s youth
made a stand over nuclear disarmament,

“I feel now that Rock Against Racism was a
watershed in the building of a multiculrural society.
It gave birth 1o 2-Tone, Red Wedge, a wider
appreciation of world music; all these things can be
traced back to the fusion of punk and reggae that was
part of Rock Against Racism, But it was the people in
the audience who gave me the courage to go back to
work an Manday marning and confront the casual
racism and sexism in the office where [ worked.”

Were you ever guilty of casual racism or
sexism yourself?

“Yeah, I'm sure [ was. | might have been appalled by
the idea of the National Front, but [ was probably
complicit in casual racism, and even a bi
homophobic, I hadn’t really confronted my own
attitudes. At one benefit in Victoria Park, when Tom
Robinson was doing Sing If You're Glad To Be Gay,
me and my mates started larking abour, kissing each
other on the lips, and we suddenly realised we were
standing under this big ‘Gays Against Nazis” banner.
We felt a bit embarrassed and shuffled away, and
although 1 was affronted by thar, it did help me w
understand char the fascists were against anybody
whe was in any way different. From my inirial feeling
of “Why are these gays here? This is abour black
people...” came this gradual realisation cthat there was
a broader picture.

“ think the Billy Bragg that people perceive me as
taday can be traced back ro that moment, it was the
start of a change in my worldview. I've never wanted
or expected people to think thar I was born politically
correct, because [ wasn't. | had a white working-class
upbringing in the 60s and 70s, so racism, sexism and

 homophobia were all parc of my cultural argot, and

even worse things. When [ think of the way that we
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would bandy around terms for invalids, I just
shudder. But words like “wog’ just seemed to be part
of the language, we never gave it a second thought
Even today I get caughe oue. My son pulls me up
about saying I'm going to the Chinky. I tell him it’s
just a word for the Chinese takeaway, but he's straight
on top of me: ‘Nah, dad, you can't say that'...

“Writing the book helped me to get in touch with
thar, which then led on to me writing what is
probably the key track on the new album, I Keep
Faith. Ir's about my faith in the ability of my
audience, or anyone’s audience, to change the world,
rather than just expect someone on a stage to do it for
them. It’s the regular, normal people ourt there who
inspire me to do what [ do.”

BILLY BRAGG, ALBUM BY ALBUM

LIFE'S A RIOT WITH SPY V5 5PY
1983, Utility UTIL 1. Two-disc deluxe reissue
2006 Cookmg meJ COOKCD 302
1| “I started playing solo in
March 1982, after my punk
(| band Riff Raff had broken
up. We did a single in 1978,
1 Wanna Be A Cosmonaut,
= bue we didn’t exactly set the
| world alight. I ended up in
1 the army, mainly because |
lhaugh[ it “ould htlp me stop writing songs. [ ]
didn’t think the music was going anywhere,
everything I'd invested in had to come 1o nothing,
The whaole of punk had led to Duran Duran and
Spandau Ballet, so I just got fed up and needed 10 go
away and do something real. Bur when I got to the
army, [ started having better ideas for songs, sharper
ideas for songs. Then I realised, “Fuck, I've gor ro get
myself out of the army’. [ came to the conclusion that
the best way to get my songs across was death or
glory, just me on my own with a fixed-bayoner guitar
charge, and see what happens.”

Who were your biggest inspirations at that time?
“Early Bob Dylan, mainly. The only other solo
performer I'd seen was the punk poet Parrick
Firzgerald, who'd been bottled off after one song at a
Rock Against Racism show. [ remember thinking how
stupid it was to go on stage solo with just a guirar. |
guess | was looking to do something that had the
power of punk but also the initimacy of a solo folk
singer. So [ suppose the original thing [ tried 1o do
was be a folk singer but with an electric guirar.”

On the acknowledgements page in your book
you write about wanting te “reconcile my love
of folk music with my punk rock sensibility.”
“That’s exactly what it was. If I'd had an acoustic
guitar I would have been categorised fairly easily and
would have gone straight into the folk clubs, and you
probably would have never heard of me again.”

You were also a big Simen & Garfunkel fan.
Is it true that, os a schoolboy, you used to
compile your own Top 20 every week in an
exercise book, with about half of the chart
made up of Paul Simon songs?

“Yeah, didn't everyone do tha?! They kind of led me
on te Dylan, folk music, and the singer-songwriter
stuff in gencral. They came up with these very
powerful songs about the American experience.
America is an incredible song of theirs. Mrs Rebinson
is a great song about the American condition. When
you've grown up in thrall of American culture, as so
many of us did in the 60s and 70s, to have somcone
question it in the way Paul Simon did makes you re-
think what can be said and dane in the confines of a
three-minute song. It showed me that you can use
songs to say something other than ‘T'm grear, d'you
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like my socks?'. To me, the great leap in singer-
songwriters was Jackson Browne 1o Elvis Costello.
When [ first heard Elvis I thought he was just
brilliant — it was Jackson Browne with a chip on his
shoulder and a backbea, just what I needed.”

Costello, Paul Weller and yourself were
arguably seen as the great triumvirate of
British songwriters in the early 80s.

“I think you also have to mendon Maorrissey 8 Marr,
they were my true contemporaries, I really fele that
myself and The Smiths coming through at the same
rime — their fiest album knocked Lifes A Riot... off the
top of the indie chart — really pur the focus back on
singer-songwriters. The Smiths were fantastic, and ina
way they stopped me measuring myself against Costello
and gave me something more manageable to aim for! [
could work out what Morrissey & Marr were doing,
but I could never get close to what Elvis was doing.

“I ended up working with Johnny Marr quite a bir,
but my relationship with Morrissey was more arm’s
lengeh. I did some shows in the UK with The Smiths
which was all very pleasant, and I was on their firse
American tour. | got on famously with them all, but
Morrissey was very much his own man, our
conversations tended to be a lictle more oblique. 1
remember he described me as ‘vaudevillian’. When 1
went home and looked it up | was quite pleased.”

The album title came from you billing
yourself at early gigs as Spy Vs Spy. What
was the thinking behind that?

Venue bookers at the time couldn’t really ger their
heads around the concept of solo geezers, for some
reason, there just didn’t seem to be any. So 1 came up
with a stage name, albeit one thar probably made me
sound like a synth duo! It comes from the cartoon in
Mad magazine, which I used to love. It wasn't that
well-known in the UK, but 1 was just looking for a
cypher, something to ateract attention. [ only used it
for ahout half a dozen gigs, less maybe, but when ic
came to do the album I chought I'd keep it in there as
a nod to my beginnings.”

A New England was the pivotal track. Did you
think it would take off the way it did?

“No, you never know what role the songs are gonna rake
on. It became a big number ac the gigs, with everyone
singing along, because 1 think it does have a really good
chorus. Most people today, to be perfectly honest, think
of Kirsty MacColl when you mention that song. It
wasn't until after Kirsty recorded her version (in 1985)
that my album went gold. I'd been a huge Kirsty fan for
years, and | remember she came o see me at the Fulham
Greyhound and told me she wanted to record it bur she
needed 1o change the gender of the lyric and she necded
another verse, [ popped round her house for breakfast
the next day and it was all done and dusted before I'd
emptied my plate.

“T loved whar she did with it, [ used to play it over the
PA at my own gigs before I went on, but I remember
there were leteers to the NWE complaining abour her
vetsion! I was happy 1o go on record and tell anyone and
everyone that I loved ir, and they should get over
themselves, It was an eye-opener for me, because I'd
proved 1o myself thar I could write pop songs.”

BREWING UP WITH BILLY BRAGG
1984, Go! Discs AGOLP 4. Two-disc deluxe

reissue 2006, Cooking Vinyl COOKCD 303

“It took three days to make
| Life’s A Rior..., but this one
Was more ]ike rhrce weeks,
Some of the songs thar I'd
tried to get on the first
record but hadn't worked
our finally got an airing, |
== think that's fairly common
















