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On the eve of the release of his latest album, 
California Star (see Shire Folk 126 for the 
review), Shire Folk chatted with Martin 
Stephenson from his home in the Scottish 
highlands, about Daintees, God, Janis Ian and 
Scottish independence.

In the 27-odd years since Boat to Bolivia you’ve 
made getting on for 40 albums – how do you 
think the music industry’s changed in that time 
and how do you keep it fresh?
Well I suppose the meek have kinda inherited 
customisation now, everyone is a kinda star, but 
then everyone hasn't been so heavily tagged as 
they are these days. The world has never been such 
a small place with communication so snappy. There 
are obviously positives and negatives to this rapid 
development: it’s an unusual experience posting a 
letter, it’s a pain sending an email. I wrote a song 
two years ago entitled 'The Twatters of Twitter', now 
I am that twat.

Can you remember the first record you bought 
with your own money?
The Rolling Stones Live EP: 'Well Johnny was rocking 
the joint round and round. Was reelin’ and a rocking. 
What a crazy sound, and he never stopped rocking 
till the moon went down'. Love the Stones heh!

Your new album California Star feels like a 
bookend to Bolivia. What is it about The 
Daintees that brings out the best in you?
I always liked the idea of Daintees. To me Daintees 
are good tourists, just as they are good band 
members. Unlike the dreaded Who, Daintees get in 
hotel rooms and pull a can of Mr Sheen out of their 
suitcases, give the room the once over in a whole 
different way!

California Star and Boat to Bolivia share a 
similar range of styles – folk, country, blues, 
ragtime, even a bit of reggae – does the style or 
the song come first?
Either or, sometimes both, no rules. When I wrote 
B2B I was into learning guitar and had a few books 
on the go – jazz, blues, ragtime – so I would usually 
get bored by page 15 and that’s when the song 
would come. Reggae was hitting us all in the 70s. 

I was a music head from the age of 11. My youth 
leader had me sniffing on Captain Beefheart, String 
Band, Soul, Psychedelia, Family, Hendrix, I got a 
great education … then there was punk! That’s 
when I started trying to play!

God, or at least spirituality, features quite 
heavily in your songs. Where does that come 
from and how would you define it?
Consciousness, expanded consciousness, being 
awake, listening, meditating, ‘Got no religion, it ain't 
my pigeon', but spirituality yes. Humour is cosmic 
intelligence; love is a form of heightened 
intelligence … I am a recovering Catholic who 
started to reprogramme early on. I studied the 
Eastern ways for objectivity; I listened to the 
hippies, my elders in the golden period … Joni, 
Leonard, Bobby Zimmerman, Kris Kristofferson, Neil 
Young … the golden generation of extreme talent 
and vision who nearly tipped the balance, and are 
still changing the world. Thank God they came. 
That’s why I happily drove the van for Janis Ian in 
‘95, and carried her guitars, because I loved and 
trusted her. She was my teacher and my boss, and I 
love and respect her.

You're probably the most affable man in music 
and your live appearances are like a mutual 
appreciation society. How have you kept from 
being cynical?
Love! Once you are in it, fear falls away, cynicism is 
from the fear plantation. Love is the river to sail.

You’re now based in the highlands of Scotland. 
How has that affected your music and have you 
decided how you’re going to vote in the Scottish 
independence vote next May?
Scotland has had a massive effect on me, I love 
Scotland. I wonder if I can just vote for Scotland and 
not the parties. I want what’s best for Scotland I 
suppose. Scotland doesn't wipe your arse. You have 
to contribute if you live here, but I was taught early 
on to love Scotland by my father and his mother, as 
they were Scots: Roys and McIlroys from the 
Lennoxtown and Campsie area. My great 
grandmother was Janet Roy, but I am a Geordie me, 
but I love the Scottish folk.
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