To those not in the know, he's “that folk guy”. To Jimmy Page,
Neil Young and more, Bert Jansch was an inspiration - the Hendrix
of the acoustic guitar - with a rock'n'roll story to match even Jimi...
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ert Jansch clears his throat and treats me

to one of his famously wan smiles. “The

thing I've noticed about Jimmy whenever

we meet,” he says, “is that he can never

look me in the eye.” The Jimmy he is
referring to is none other than Jimmy Page, and the
reason he says the former Led Zeppelin maestro finds
it so difficult to regard him face-on is very simple:
“Well, he ripped me off, didn't he?” He smiles again.
“Orlet's just say he learned from me. I wouldn't want
to sound impolite.” His dark, wrinkled eyes fix me
with a beady glare, as if daring me to disagree.

But then, as he readily acknowledges, a great many
guitarists have ‘learned’ from Bert Jansch over the
course of his 40-year career. There's Page, of course,
whose instrumental showcase in his earliest days
with Zeppelin (immortalised on their first album),
Black Mountainside, was purloined just about hook,
line and sinker from Jansch's own 1966 recording of
a song called Black Waterside. As Page himself later
admitted: “At one point I was absolutely obsessed
with Bert Jansch. When I first heard [his 1965 debut
album] I couldn’t believe it. It was so far ahead of
what anyone else was doing. No one in America
could touch that.”

And then there’s Neil Young, who confessed to
fashioning at least two of his best-known songs —

The Needle And The Damage Done and Ambulance Blues—
from another 1965 Jansch original, Needle Of Death
(about the fatal heroin addiction of a close friend).

As Young said: “As much of a great guitar player as
Jimi [Hendrix] was, Bert Jansch is the same thing for
acoustic guitar... and my favourite.” Indeed, Hendrix
was himself a Jansch acolyte, as were Paul Simon,
Nick Drake, Donovan, Roy Harper, Pete Townshend
and Tan Anderson, all of whom have acknowledged
their debt. More recently, Jansch has been name-
checked as the chief inspiration behind such diverse
young bucks as Johnny Marr of The Smiths, Bernard
Butler of Suede fame, folk songstress Beth Orton

and current flavour-of-the-month rock folklorist
Devendra Banhart.

“It's very flattering, of course,” he shrugs, “but T just
never know what to say to any of them if we meet.
I remember playing on the same bill as Hendrix at

the Festival Hall once, and I'was too shy to speak.
My main memory is of him walking on stage at
the soundcheck, plugging his guitar in then hitting
it—and the whole building shaking to the sound of
this guitar chord.”
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Never remotely fashionable, Jansch is used to being
dismissed by those decidedly not in the know as “that
folk guy”. But there is far more to him than that. Once
memorably described as “a man who seems in silhouette
even in daylight”, what he does with his guitar is
almost impossible to describe: the summation of a
lifelong addiction to folk-baroque, booze and blues,
dope and jazz and the kind of haggard soul that can
only be fashioned from sleeping rough in the streets
while riding high on the hog of critical acclaim and
almost no mainstream recognition whatsoever.

(Save for the handful of chart albums he enjoyed in
the early 70s with Pentangle, the most inscrutable

of an alarmingly nonplussed generation of folk-rock
groups that helped define that singularly tousle-haired
and bearded era.)

As aresult, Jansch has had the kind of career that
only the special few could have survived. His main
calling card — apart from his other-worldly guitar
playing — is an almost neurotic aversion to “playing
the fame game,” as he puts it, despite numerous
opportunities to do just that. He pulls a face at the
very idea. “I was never interested in being famous,
never interested in anyone else who was.” Both his
downfall and his saving grace, as he says: “I just
wanted to go my own way. I still do.”

It's an attitude that permeates all his best work,
from famous Jansch ditties like Strolling Down The
Highway (Tm going to get there my way) to Rambling’s
Going To Be The Death Of Me.

It was ever thus. Born in Edinburgh in 1943, a post-
war slum kid whose head was turned by the scratchy
recordings of Big Bill Broonzy, Leadbelly, “a little bit
of Woody Guthrie” and the incongruous appearance
once in an Edinburgh folk club of American blues
legend Brownie McGhee, Jansch was destined to
become a pioneering figure in Britain’s folk revival
of the 60s. “I’'s a cliché, but it really was a different
world then. You could just wander in with your
guitar and have a go.”

Not that he was embraced any more warmly by
the folk purists than he was by the rock establishment.
“lused to get thrown out of folk clubs for not singing
the right songs,” he recalls. “Like Davy Graham, I was
too influenced by all the non-folk music.”

Legendary fellow Scotsman Graham —an even
more enigmatic figure in the 60s and an equally
significant influence on future stars like Page —was,
says Jansch, “the key to itall”. The first to incorporate
modal music into his finger-picking style, learned on
an early trip to Morocco, Graham was also the first
British-born guitarist to experiment with his own
esoteric tunings. Graham’s composition Anji was
the turning point, says Jansch, who later covered
it himself as Angie.

“The funny thing is it was Davy's sister who
actually taught me the guitar. He was quite an
intimidating guy; I wouldn’t have had the bottle to
approach him unless [ could already play a bit myself.”

Following in Graham's footsteps, Jansch became
a troubadour: sleeping rough while busking in France
in 1961 and 1962; hitch-hiking to Morocco in 1963;
getting married and splitting up along the way (“It
blew my mind”). Not just musically, either. Morocco
was also the home of the strongest marijuana in
the world. “That changed everything, too.” He
had always been a boozer; now he also became
a heavy smoker of “the sacrament”, as his disciple
Donovan called it. >
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It was then that Jansch began writing and singing
his own songs (“unheard of at the time”) which would
lead to comparisons with Bob Dylan. “I never really
got that,” says Bert. “I think it was more to do with the
fact that neither of us sang what were considered
‘proper’ folk songs. I was writing from some other
place within myself.”

A permanent move to London in 1965 found
him making his first ground-breaking recordings,
famously selling the rights to Bert Jansch, the witchy
debut album that so entranced Page, for the princely
sum of £100. Good money for the time, but nothing
compared to the royalties he would have earned from
an album whose legendary status has since seen it
sell over a quarter of a million copies. He shrugs
when he is reminded. “I was still sleeping on floors,
s0 100 pounds sounded good. I didn’t even own a
guitar for the first five albums. I was always losing
them or giving them away when drunk, so I just
gave up.”

It wasn't until the release of his third album,

Jack Orion, in 1966, full of sinister drones and fierce,
stabbing guitar, that he really began to get noticed
outside the weird, bohemian folk scene that
flourished then. Orion contained Black Waterside

(later recorded by Sandy Denny as well as Jimmy
Page) and Nottamun Town, which Fairport Convention
made famous on What We Did On Our Holidays. Best
of all, though, was the dark title track — the harrowing,
10-minute story of fiddle-player Jack Orion, a loser
in love who goes mad and commits murder —
delivered in Jansch’s melancholy, deadpan voice.

Real fame eluded Jansch, however, until, in 1967,
he became one fifth of folk-rock legends Pentangle,
also featuring guitarist John Renbourn, an esoteric
medievalist; English-rose vocalist Jacqui McShee;
Danny Thompson on double bass, a larger-than-life
raver who could even out-drink Bert; and drummer
Terry Cox: “the sensible one”. By his own admission,
Bert was “the loner of the group”.

By the time Basket Of Light, Pentangle’s third album,
reached No.5 in the UK in January 1970, the group
were veterans of TV and radio, shared stages with
Jimi Hendrix and headlined the Royal Albert Hall.
Even bigger in America, in New York they would
sell-out the Fillmore East while drinking the hotel
bar dry of champagne, then do four nights with the
Grateful Dead at the Fillmore West in San Francisco,
doing their best to avoid the water spiked with acid —
and failing,

It was the era of Fairport Convention, Steeleye Span
and the Incredible String Band. Folk rock “was where
it was at”. Pentangle even had a hit single with Light
Flight, which was used as the theme music to the BBC
TV series Take Three Girls.

Bert, who was just 23 when the band started, began
to live the rock star life — “drinking way too much,
smoking more than ever. I never considered myself
part of the rock world, but I suppose that was as close
as I got. It was nice to be able to share the responsibility,
rather than looking out for yourself all the time. But it
did get a bit over the top.”

In America, there was also cocaine. “Not a good
drug,” he says with the weary voice of experience.
Fortunately, unlike his mentor, Graham —a razor-
sharp mind that fell for the dullest drug of all, heroin
— the list of Bert's addictions ended there. He had tried
heroin once “but luckily I didn't like it. The stuff that
appealed to me was the stuff that was easiest to find
— the drink and the smoke.”

With egos magnified and moderation in short
supply, the band fractured in 1973. The rest of the
decade would find an increasingly disillusioned
Jansch recording a series of patchy solo albums that
undermined the reputation he had spent so long
building up. Not for the last time, critics assumed
he was finished and always appeared somewhat
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surprised whenever he released another album.
Instead, he married again — then divorced. Moved
to the country—then decided he hated it and moved
back to London. Changed managers and record
companies several times and “just drifted along”.
“Occasionally someone would come along to
rescue me but Inever gave them much encouragement.
The emphasis was always on doing albums that |
would sell, playing concerts in bigger places. I just
didn’tcare about that. To be honest, I preferred the
smoky atmosphere of the clubs, the drinking and
camaraderie. The money wasn't as good but the craic
was always better.”
The trouble was “the craic” was now starting to
overtake the music. Reviews from the period have
an embarrassing tendency to remark on how “worse
for wear" Jansch tended to be on stage. Fast approaching
middle-age, the drinking worsened to such an extent
that by the mid 80s, “I couldn't even get out of bed
in the morning without having a drink first— whisky,
usually, but Iwasn’t fussed. Anything would do. The
problem was my hands would be shaking so much
it was a job to get it down me. A lot of drink got
spilled on the bed back then.”

Inevitably, his health suffered and, as he puts it
now, “my body packed in before  did”. The years of
“drinking and smoking and not really giving a shit”
finally caught up with him in 1989, the year he was
carted off to hospital suffering from a suspected
coronary. Heart surgery followed. He hasn’t smoked
since, and these days the only drink he takes is “a
glass: half beer, half water” which he places by his feet
when he performs. “But that's more for comfort.
Some nights I barely touch it.”

Not that quitting was easy. His crinkly eyes still
take on a haunted aspect as he recalls what he
describes as “the long nights and years” it took him
to finally get over his alcoholism. “The problem was
I missed the pub. I used to hang out in the Half Moon
in Putney and all my friends were there. Once I didn't
have that any more I just used to sit at home in the
flat, staring at the walls. It was horrible and it went
onand on.”

Ironically, it was then that he first began to
understand what an influence he had been on the
generations of guitarists that had followed him.
“There was this couple that lived in the next flat along,
and they used to take pity on me and invite me over

~ some evenings for dinner. They were Neil Young fans

"l and used to play his albums all night long. That was
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the first time I heard The Needle And The Damage Done
and all those. It made me feel.... strange.”

What got him through it in the end, he says, was
that Pentangle — or variations of the group —would
occasionally get back together “for tours of Germany,
stuff like that. It was Jacqui that ran the show and it
was her that saved me.” It also brought in some
money. More important, it got him used to the idea
of performing again.

“It was tricky, because I'd always used drink as my
mask on stage. When I was starting out in Edinburgh,
I'was too terrified to get on a stage until I'd had a
skinful. Then as the years went by it became a
necessity. Or so [ thought, anyway. 'm glad I stopped
now, though.”

A 1993 BBC2 Billy Connolly documentary
introduced solo Jansch to a new generation of fans,
and when a weekly residency at a small bar in
London’s Tottenham Court Road in the summer
0f 1995 led to a new record deal, “I couldn’t believe
my luck. I thought I'd fallen off that roundabout
for good.”

The result was When The Circus Comes To Town,
his best album for years. Since then he has steadily
released a series of remarkable albums that have
cemented his standing as one of the true originals
of British music, including, most recently, The Black
Swan, the album that many long-time observers,
consider his finest since his 60s heyday. Featuring
guest stars Devendra Banhart, Beth Orton, Otto
Hauser (Espers, Vetiver) and Helena Espvall (Espers),
he says of the album: “I never thought I'd make another
one like it. I thought I'd used up all my luck.”

He hadn't. But it was a close call. These days Jansch
performs regularly all over the world. He and Neil
Young recently played together at the Bridge School
Benefit Concerts in California, opening with
Ambulance Blues. “He was very gracious, very
welcoming, made no bones about being influenced
by stuff like Needle Of Death.”

He also continues to appear all over Britain, of
course. “Usually about two shows a month, he
smiles ruefully. “I can't manage a whole tour any
more. I'm still alive, though. So that’s something.”

His next spate of UK dates begins in London on
January 12, when he headlines the Roundhouse. A
new Pentangle box set is released the same month.

“It's funny how things have come full circle for
me,” he says. “You hang around long enough, people
look at you differently.”

Do yourself a favour and find out why. €3
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