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Ah, the Bard Of Barking: national treasure, tireless campaigner
against racism, sexism and any other -ism you’ve got. And,
although a former soldier, not a James Blunt of any sort.
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ime was you couldn’t imagine reading the
words “Billy Bragg” and “gorgeous beachfront
mansion” together in the same sentence. But as
youround the corner in a sleepy Dorset coastal
town, there it stands: the white-washed, terraced
and balconied Bragg residence. Aside from a hotel on one
side and a walkers’ café on the other, there’s nothing else
around except rolling English coastline and the sea.

“We saw it and thought, Fuck it, what would we rather
have as a view? The elevated section of the My, or this?”
he says. “The wife has made some changes since we came
here eight years ago.”

Bragg's wife, interior designer Juliet de Valero Wills,
certainly has a way with objects. A five-foot-high rocking
horse awaiting an improbably gigantic child sitsin the
living room. An elaborate Arabic architrave has been
installed in the den.

It'sa far cry from Bragg’s beginnings. Born in Barking,
East London, music provided him with an escape from
a lifetime working in the giant Ford car plant at nearby
Dagenham. After a stint fronting bottom-rung punk
outfit Riff Raff, he signed up for the army in 1981, only
to buy himself out a few months later for £175. Rightly
guessing that a combination of guitar, amp and raw
political conviction would cut through the hubbub of the
new romantic era, his stripped-down anthems provided
an alternative, left-wing soundtrack to the Thatcher
years. But his ability to personalise political dogma in

love songs such as 1983’s A New England always gave him
a far broader appeal than many of his fellow firebrands.

Now 50, age hasn't dented his convictions. He recently
campaigned for the reformation of the House Of Lords,
while his book, The Progressive Patriot, argued the case
for rescuing the idea of “patriotism” from the right wing;
In fact, standing sentry on an English seaside cliff-top
isa fitting place for Bragg.

The singer leads Q to his downstairs office. A stack of
boxed guitars sits ready for dispatch to UK prisons as part
of Bragg’s Jail Guitar Doors initiative, which aims to get
inmates learning the instrument.

“God knows I'm proof a guitar can help you transcend
your surroundings,” he says, before offering a cuppa and
aslice of date-and-walnut loaf. “Tea and a bit o’ cake?
Laaahhvely!”

Everything’s all so much more civilised these days.
Does a part of you miss attacking Margaret Thatcher?
Karen Hope, Barnstaple

You know what, Karen, I don’t. But some people do.
Sometimes I have a problem doing (1985 track/Between
The Wars and it’s not about the song; It's because I
sometimes think the audience is getting nostalgic for
Margaret Thatcher. They miss her as a hate figure.

When we did Red Wedge [mid-8os pro-Labour musical
collective also including The Style Council[people
would say, “You shoulda been there in ’68, it was far
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