Tom Morello & Billy Bragg
still believe that music
can change the world




At the first Australian Big Day
Out at the Parklands Showground
on the Gold Coast last weekend,
there was plenty of support for
politically astute musicians Billy
Bragg and Tom Morello. There
were also plenty in the other camp,
including one beefy Queenslander
decked out in stubby shorts, thongs
and Australian flag singlet who
interrupted one of Morello's anti-
Bush rants by yelling out: “Settle
down, buddy”.

still, long after the revelry from
the Big Day Out subsides, Bragg and
Morello — something of an unlikely
pair g’ven one strums folk songs
and the other is best known as Rage

I my ciothes
aren’t reeking of
tear gas hy the end
of my show,I know
I haven’t done

my ij. TOM MORELLO

Against the Machine’s hard-riffing
guitarist— will be hoping their
messages made an impact on at
least some sections of the crowd.
Politics is in Morelld's blood. His

great uncle, Jomo Kenyatta, was the
first elected president of Kenya and
his mother med anti-censorship
group Parents for Rock and Rap. He
studied political science at Harvard
University, worked for a United

_ States senator, and co-founded Axis
of Justice, an organisation that aims
to bring musicians, music fans and
grassroots political groups together.

wrote a book, The ive Patrict,
about the English national identity.

His career as an activist and
musician spans three decades
and his latest initiative, Jail Guitar
Doors, raises money to buy musical
instruments for prisoners.

Morello, 43, credits Bragg with
inspiring his new one-man band,
the Nightwatchman. “He gave me a
fearlessness, a sense that there’s no
audience that you need to be afraid
of,” Morello said after first watching
Bragg on stage.

So it seemed appropriate to catch
up with them together backstage
on the Gold Coast for a chat about
politics, music and dissent.

EG: Tom, can you describe what
is was about Bragg’s
that inspired you to start the
Nightwatchman?
TM: It was a festival in Belgium in
about 1994 that were playing
at, and [ saw Billy play in a tent to
about 8000 peaple, an
with just one guitar, and_ I ﬂlought
“how in the world is he going to pull
this off, competing with all these
rock bands?”
But he rockeddMIthe crowd and
was tremen y compelli
So 12yea1:s later I \:Imdgsﬂt?&y
like that myself.
Wﬁmlp]ay. inmy head
thmkl 'm in the Clash.

EG: Andthen in 2003, Bragg gave
big break by inviting you

on the Tell Us the Truth Tour?

TM: I had only played

Nightwatchman shows at coffee

houses and open mic nights before

then, so I went from playing to

seven people to 2000 people a night,
which was a trial by fire. I learntalot
from Billy and Steve Earle.

EG: Billy, what effect did watching
Rage have on you? :
BB: I once opened for them at the
Brixton Academy for an anti-Nazi
benefit, and they invited me back on
stage to doa Clash song. And last
week I saw them again, still with
that incredible fire. I've seen Tom
play solo a dozen times and he plays
with that same intensity.

EG: Tom, how difficult is it
smtdlmg roles in the oneday? It

must require a drastic shift in pitch
and energy?
TM: You are so much more exposed

playing solo and every second of the
show rests on your shoulders. If my
guitar snaj in half during a Rage
set, 75% of the good would continue.
But I really enjoy the challenge this
deep into my career. I have only
done it twice, but so far, so good.

BB: I admire Tom for playing two
shows in one day; if's pretty tough,
like playing two games.

EG:I;Iowdidynuendupgoingsulo.

BB: [ had been in punk bands, and
was thinking solo was|last roll of the
dice. And even if it didrit work, at least
Iwould have given it —the
scariest, most upfront thing, with the
greatest chance of humiliation.

tear gassed than playing the
Nightwatchman shows. If my
clothes aren't reeking of tear gas by
the end of my show, I know [ haver't
done my job.

EG: How important were the Clash
in your early activist days?

BB: They were crucial in my
development, as a singer-songwriter
and a political activist. Up ‘til then I
had broadly political humanitarian
ideals, but when they played the
Rock Against Racism march, [ came
away with a completely different
perspective about the world ...
being in that audience with kids my
age, knowing that that was where
we were making our stand against
racism. My und%.rs %am
most we can do as arhsis is based
on that.

TM: 1 was a fan of heavy metal
music but it seemed very
unattainable because I did not

have a castle on a Scottish loch and

_aSlOODOl;esPaulguliar.Ihad

a crummy amp on a chair in :
munrs basemnent, and then I saw the
Clash in Chicago and Joe Strummer
had exactly the same amp on a chair
on stage. The walls completely
disappeared. I realised that there
Wwas 1o magic to it. You just had to
get a few chords together and say
what you think is true and then you
are in a band that matters.

EG: How can music make a
difference?

TM: Young people are so
bombarded with consumer culture
and the lies and deceptions of
politicians butin the competitive
market place of ideas, we can
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