


Last time we heard from you, you were 
packing your bags and heading back to Bos-
ton. Was it something we said?
[giggles] No, it was around 9/11 and all that 
tragedy, the subsequent war and every-
thing that was happening, I felt like I’d been 
away for twelve years and I really just felt I 
wanted to be around my family. My parents 
are about 80 now. Without being maudlin, 
you don’t know how much time they have 
left and I just wanted to be in America for 
a while, y’know? And I did and I took my 
time with the next record and I learned to 
play the piano, and get better and record-
ed it, and I was just around them and got 
to know them all again, my brothers and 
sisters – I have eight brothers and sisters 
– but now that the record’s coming out it’s 
all starting up again, I’ve been away for six 
weeks and I gotta go home for Christmas 
and I’ll be away again. I said to them “you 
better not die when I’m away or I’ll feel re-
ally bad!” [laughs]

How was the America you returned to post 
9/11 different to that which you left? Are 
you worried about what the future holds?
When I first got back there was still that 
residual patriotism, which is good and is 
bad. On the one hand obviously it’s nice 
because its nice to see people bonding 
together over something and proud of 
where they come from, on the other hand 
it also has its scary side where, y’know, 
they just wanna go blow somebody up, 
whether they know we’re coming or not… 
I don’t know. But I think in the country 
it’s a little bit nervous right now, because 
the President’s iffy and his cabinet’s iffy. 

We’re tired of being at war over something 
we’re not sure about, and with storms and 
floods and hurricanes.

It’s been a really terrible year!
It’s really been bad, y’know, that’s why 
my new record is kinda heavy and it’s not 
quite so [clicks fingers twice] and I just 
can’t think about booze, boys and Satur-
day nights right now.

There’s a line in Stagger Home that seems 
like quite a political lyric. 
You’re the only person whose spotted it!

“Paint the rooms different colours and noth-
ing red or white or blue / Well there’s all this 
sad talk lately ‘bout the damage they will 
do, if they have to”. Are you talking about 
civil rights issues, the uncertainty over Iran, 
or something totally different?
Everything. There’s plenty of problems 
with civil rights issues, not to mention 
raging war in Afghanistan, Iraq and, um, 
y’know, this president, he doesn’t care 
about peace, he’s ruined everything Clin-
ton did with the country, he doesn’t seem 
to care that America is polluting the world 
more than anybody else, not to mention 
civil liberties that I’m all for – I don’t mind 
being inconvenienced, I don’t mind wait-
ing at airports for safety and all that, but 
I do mind being spied on. I don’t want the 
Big Brother aspect, it’s spooky.

It’s getting that way here too. You can’t 
move without being on CCTV.
No kidding! You know what I’m thinking? 
Who’s watching all this stuff? It must be 

really boring! There’s so many cameras 
around, I feel like I must have lipstick on 
all the time!

Well, there’s certainly no shortage of lofty 
ideas on the album. Most obviously, there’s 
the songs about spirituality, or rather a lost 
or elusive godliness. What impelled you to 
write about that?
I was raised a Catholic, and me and the 
Catholic Church don’t get along... we’re 
having words. I would like to believe in 
God, I would like to believe in something, 
but sincerely believe in it and not just say 
it. I know faith is something you choose 
to have, but it just seems like I’ve never 
had one of those moments where I was 
sure or really felt something. I’ve dabbled 
with a little bit but the Catholic Church 
is just... I mean, I think Jesus was a really 
cool guy and I agree with everything he 
had to say. You can’t disagree with Jesus. 
It’s like disagreeing with the Dalai Lama! I 
mean, when he says forgiveness and com-
passion, you can’t really say, “no, I don’t 
think so” [laughs]. But what the Catholic 
Church has done with it is something else. 
They’ve made it about control and they 
train us to feel bad about ourselves, to be-
lieve that we’re born flawed and no matter 
what we do, we’ll always be flawed. But to 
them God is so cool and as long as you say 
to him, “I’m horrible and I don’t deserve 
it”, then he’ll love you. To me that’s just 
kinda weird, and I think it’s self-destruc-
tive... well, I shouldn’t say self-destructive, 
but I think it doesn’t encourage the kind 
of self-love that you need to have, y’know. 
It makes me nervous!
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So do you think that God approves of things 
like gay marriage?
If there is a God out there who disap-
proves of gay marriage, then bring on 
the devil. How can you disapprove of 
two people who care about each other 
and loving each other? I don’t care what 
they are, I don’t care if it’s black or white, 
same-sex, or old and young. How can 
you think that’s a bad thing? I think gay 
people have every right to get married, 
just as much as we do... and divorced! Let 
them see how it is for a while! [laughs]. 
Let them lose the house, see how they 
feel. No, seriously, how can you be 
against any of it? Not to mention the le-
gal aspect of it, it’s simply a contract. If I 
wanna make a contract with my guitar, I 
should be able to do it.

[laughs] Absolutely! There’s also a big dose of 
loss, not just of love, which I think is evident 
in all of your albums. Was there really a 
time where you thought you’d lost your edge, 
as alluded to on Never Be The Same? How 
did you get your confidence back?
When I was younger and trying to tran-
sition into being a grown-up, A lot of the 
time I was ill, I had relationships break-
ing up, my first record company went 
into litigation, the band split up, I had 
an eating disorder and I was just low. I 
think I was just growing up, now that I 
look back on it, and I was just trying to 
get through all this stuff with my fam-
ily and Catholicism, finding my place, 
y’know. All the stuff that you do when 
you’re an overly sensitive singer-song-
writer! I don’t want to go back there and 
I’m healthier now, but sometimes I kinda 

miss that time because I felt poignant. I 
mean, when someone dumps you, isn’t 
music better?

Hell yes!
You know what I mean? Everything feels 
more edgy and uncomfortable, and I kin-
da miss it. Oh no, I feel terrible for saying 
that. Something bad’s gonna happen to 
me if I don’t stop talking about it! [laughs] 
As I get older I don’t want to lose my prob-
lems. Not that I want to make trouble, I 
just don’t wanna lose that ability to feel. I 
don’t want to become complacent.

One thing I love about the album is that 
these big themes are counterbalanced by 
a constant undercurrent of the grounded 
and elemental. 
You really listened to this record, huh? 

[laughs] Well, they’re all in there, water, 
fire, earth, air, rains, winds and storms. So 
it’s not really a surprise to learn that the al-
bum was written in the winter. How did the 
location and season inspire you?
When I first came home to the States, 
I had to sorta ease my way into things, 
y’know, being around my family. So 
what did I do? I went and lived on an 
island [Martha’s Vineyard] with about 
two hundred people on it. Because it’s 
a little posh, expensive Kennedy type of 
island in the summer and in the winter 
no-one’s there. So you can rent these 
amazing places for really cheap money, 
so I went to this place that Jackson Pol-
lock and Thomas Hart Benton used to 
hang out in. It was an amazing house, 
but it snows and it snows, and then it 

snows again and they don’t plough. So it 
basically turned into The Shining after a 
while. Really, honest to God, I kept see-
ing this little girl. So, there’s nothing to 
do but write and work and really get into 
it, so maybe some of the songs are a little 
desperate. It was difficult, but it yielded 
some good things.

Do you think it’s good to not feel comfort-
able when making music?
Yeah, I do. I’m not really interested in music 
that doesn’t have anything to say and isn’t 
taking some kind of risk. Y’know, push-
ing something, some kind of button. And 
I think in order to sincerely do that, you’ve 
got to put yourself in a place that’s uncom-
fortable, at least mentally, emotionally.

Was the writing process much different to 
that of your previous records? 
It felt heavier because I think the world 
felt heavier. Ever since those towers went 
down, I feel like the world has changed, 
everything’s changed. And I don’t think 
we’re even sure what it is yet, y’know. Not 
to mention what’s happening politically, 
it feels to me like the world is trying to 
cleanse itself. The reason we’re having 
all these natural disasters, it feels like the 
world is trying to shrug us off like vermin. 
We have to listen, we have to do some-
thing about it. 

Did you have a distinct sound in mind?
I did, and I always do, but because I don’t 
sell millions of albums, when I go into 
record, I have a really limited budget. 
And limited budget means limited time. 
I mean, I would love strings, but I can’t 
afford strings, or maybe I would like a 
hurdy gurdy but how can I find a hurdy 
gurdy for fifty bucks? Y’know? So what I 
hear in my head has never gone down on 
tape, it’s always what I can afford. It’s an 
approximation. It’s like seeing something 
in designer label and heading down to Top 
Shop. That’s just the way it goes, y’know, 
but I’ve always been able to express my-
self in the way I wanted to. Maybe one day 
I’ll get all the accoutrements!

There’s a lot of piano on the album, which 
is a new instrument for you. Did you teach 
yourself?
Yeah, is it quite evident?

No! It’s lovely!
I do this thing where I hold the sustain 
down always. It’s kind of my thing. You 
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know why, because I can’t play and look 
at my foot at the same time! [laughs] I try! 
But you know, most cool things are dis-
covered by accident so what the heck.

So are you just as comfortable as you are 
with guitar now?
It’s getting there, especially after this 
tour. At first I was scared and I’d look 
down at my hands and see my fingers 
shaking. Y’know I hit a bum note once in 
a while, but big deal. If I make a mistake, 
so what?

Ocean Of Fire was written for the Disney 
film Hidalgo. How did that come about?
I’ve had a song in a movie called The 
Rookie and a couple of TV shows, and the 
same guy who got those for me called and 
said, “do you wanna try writing a song for 
this movie called Hidalgo?”, which I did, 
but I missed the deadline so it didn’t actu-
ally make it into the movie! It was a really 
bad movie anyway.

[laughs] Really?
It’s just slow. They tried to make this huge 
epic film but it was just looong and dull. 
I’d like to get a song on The Sopranos. I 
love that show and I’m half-Italian so they 
should ask me! [laughs]

How do you feel about programmes like 
The OC having such an influence on peo-
ple’s listening taste?
It’s a goofy programme, but if they called 
and wanted to put a song on The OC, I’d 
say “yes ok, thank you”. Jonathan Rice, who 
I just did a tour with, got to be known a 
whole lot better by people seeing his song 
on The OC.

There’s a reference to the London Under-
ground on Stagger Home. What did you 
miss most about our lovely capital? 
Mostly I miss the people. Obviously, I was 
here for twelve years and I have a mas-
sive affection for English people. I think 
they’re funny and tough, and the day of 
the London bombings, of course I called 
everyone I know and they were all like “oh 
yeah, it’s fine, we’re used to this. We just 
went down to the pub.” And I was like, 
“you’re not gonna stay home and be care-
ful?” and they said “no, I’m gonna do what 
I always do!”... they make me laugh. So, 
yeah, I mostly miss the people. But last 
night I had a walk around the Tate Gallery 
and along the river. It’s just such a beauti-
ful city, and I know it has its aggravating 

things, and I know you can’t get a cheese 
sandwich at four in the morning, but I 
don’t care. I’m interested in the feel and 
the history of the place. I go to the States 
and I can’t help thinking, I mean Boston 
is a pretty old town and I love my coun-
try, but sometimes it feels a little soulless. 
When I go to Italy, I love it... it’s old and it 
feels substantial.

Me too. I lived in Naples for three years.
You did? I’ve been working on my Italian 
for the last three years now so when I tour 
Italy I can speak Italian and I even do an 
Italian song onstage. 

Wow! I can only say “ten slices of ham”! 
[laughs] I’m sure that comes in handy... at 
moments! I’ve actually got some Italian 
friends coming tonight so I’m gonna play 
an Italian song. I’m sure I sound like Latka 
[Andy Kaufman’s character] from Taxi or 
something when I’m speaking in Italian, 
but they appreciate the effort. At least, I 
think I’m communicating. They smile and 
nod their heads.

Do you think you’d ever come back to Lon-
don to live?
I’ll probably always have a foot here, 
y’know, I know too many people and 
there’s too many people I love, and they 
respond to my music, which is part of my 
life. So I probably will.

Are there obvious differences between Brit-
ish and American audiences then?
In America, it’s hard to say because Bos-
ton audiences are different from Califor-
nia audiences, different from New York... 
it’s so big, so diverse, y’know. But, I think 
in general, when you get out of the ma-
jor cities, people relax when they watch 
you and they will listen. As soon as you’re 
playing in a major city, there’s a lot of chin 
stroking and folded arms, y’know, go-
ahead-impress-me’s. Maybe one reason 
is, when you’re in a city like London... I 
mean, how great is the music here? Who 
am I competing with tonight? What else 
is playing? There are so many amazing 
people so there’s other places they could 
be. But if you’re playing some tiny town in 
Montana, you’re like “thank you for com-
ing, we love you!”. I like those audiences!

Are there any other female artists you feel a 
particular affinity for? 
Well, I’m always banging on about Kate 
Bush of course. I feel really attached to 

her, y’know, I love her. Of course, Patti 
Smith. I love Laura Nyro, I love Kris-
tin Hersh. I feel like I should mention 
this really great Boston band called The 
Dresden Dolls.

Oh yes! Their Coin-Operated Boy is such 
an amazing song!
Yeah, it’s a great song. And [lead singer 
Amanda Palmer]’s so dramatic, funny 
and saucy. Smart as, too. So there’s quite 
a few, lots really.

So what’s your take on the new Kate Bush? 
Do you think she’s brave to come back  
after so long away?
I think Kate Bush is so far ahead of her 
time that she could take twelve years off 
and still be right in there. I’ve only heard 
the single but I’ve ordered the new re-
cord so it’ll be waiting for me when I get 
home. She’s just incredible. I mean, I have 
an emotional reaction just to her voice. 
When I hear it, it just does something to 
me. And I know a lot of people say that 
about Emmylou Harris, but I don’t get 
that. I recognise that Emmylou Harris 
is a great artist but I just don’t get that 
reaction from her. Maybe it’s because I 
discovered Kate Bush at fourteen, and 
you know what that age is like, whatever 
you’re playing just locks you in, right? So 
I’ll always follow Kate Bush, even through 
highs and lows, goods and bads. Hounds 
Of Love is my favourite album... it’s so hard 
to choose a favourite song. I love Watching 
You Without Me. It’s such a spooky song, 
y’know. Her loved one’s at the house, and 
she’s died, obviously, and comes back to 
see the person waiting for her and says 
“you don’t know I’m dead yet”... gives me 
chills! I’m getting chills just talking about 
it! I also really like this Canadian artist 
called Jane Siberry, amazing voice.

Oh, I love her song, It Can’t Rain All The 
Time. Beautiful. Anyway, last question. A 
bit random but no matter... what makes 
you feel most free?
Definitely when I’m playing. When I’m 
playing and the audience is into it, and 
you’re up there and you know you’ve 
got ‘em. Then I feel like I’m in a comfort 
zone. And also when I’m with my family, 
and all my brothers and sisters are there 
and you’re sitting around the kitchen ta-
ble making fun of each other and laugh-
ing. It’s those times when I get that “God 
is in his heaven and everything is right 
with the world” feeling. <
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