andy white: biography

Singer-songwriter Andy White was born and raised in Belfast, Northern Ireland. Andy grew up with the ‘Troubles’ outside his window, surrounded by books of French poetry and his parent’s 1960s record collection. He wrote his first poem ‘Riots’ at nine and picked up a guitar aged 13 after hearing John Lennon singing ‘Give Peace A Chance’. He played in a punk group and an orchestra, wrote poems and read the contents of his bookshelf. And then read some more …

Andy’s songs document his generation’s struggle with their time and place through the eyes and sensibility of an Irish writer and travelling performer. Not only in terms of politics but also in describing the emotional movement from innocence into experience. Trying to gain the latter without losing the former. His work is laced with the dry humour of the North – honed by years of having to laugh to stop yourself from crying.

Religious Persuasion, Andy’s first single, was released on Stiff Records in 1985 and entered the indie charts immediately. Dave Robinson, Stiff supremo, had heard the demo, signed Andy on the spot and released the recording as a 12” EP, along with the Pogues’ ‘Rainy Night In Soho’.

Andy’s first solo album Rave on Andy White, which he decribes as “a collection of surreal stories about growing up, recorded in a field in County Antrim”, was released worldwide on London Records in 1986. BBC Radio One, Alan Freeman, The Tube and Whistle Test all championed the record. ‘Vision Of You’ was called “The best moment of bedroom listening since ‘Pale Blue Eyes’” by ID Magazine. Janice Long named Rave On as her album of the year and ‘The Big Rain’ as one of her Top Ten songs of all time.

Andy followed this success with Kiss The Big Stone in 1988, in which the Belfast boy went out into the world. The signature song ‘You And Your Blue Skies’ was, however, still based back home and the single ‘Here Come The Girls’ showed Andy’s growing pop sensibility. Back from the second album tour, Andy changed record company again from London to UK roots label Cooking Vinyl, where he found a sympathetic home for all of the 1990s. He also moved back from London to the countryside of Northern Ireland.

Partly as a result of breaking free from the expectations and restrictions of a major record label, the songs flowed, and were recorded in a way that cannot be planned by company executives. With his acoustic guitar on the back seat of the car, driving the country roads, Andy regained his independence. Relaxed and inspired, himself is still one of Andy’s freshest sounding albums and ‘Six String Street’, ‘A Million Miles’ and ‘Groovy Kind Of Way’ are live favourites to this day.
In spring 1990 Andy played in East Berlin just after the fall of the Berlin wall, the following autumn he spent searching for James Joyce’s Grave. He met his future wife beside a lake in the summer of 1991. He toured Czechoslovakia in a Skoda and wrote poetry in Swedish trains and Spanish cafés. Returning to Ireland from this new revolutionary Europe with an acoustic guitar case full of poetry, Andy wrote and recorded the epic narratives of Out There in early 1991. The centrepiece of the album was the song ‘Speechless’ describing Andy’s reactions to his first coast to coast tour of North America and the subsequent build up to the first Gulf War. The end narrative was specifically inspired by the Channel 4 screening of ‘Apocalypse Now’ as the Allies prepared to bomb Baghdad. 

Out There won Irish Times Album Of The Year for 1992 and Andy Songwriter Of The Year in the national Hot Press Awards. It was his biggest critical success to date and the single ‘Palaceful Of Noise’ – based on a sample taken from a drumkit playing in the former DDR parliament building (now demolished due to the amount of asbestos in the walls) – was released in Ireland with a video shot in Prague by Ritchie Smyth, fresh from filming ‘The Fly’ for U2.

As with Andy’s next two albums, Destination Beautiful and Teenage, the cover shot was by Anton Corbijn. Destination Beautiful in early 1994 featured Andy’s most successful Irish single to date, ‘Street Scenes From My Heart’, and also a collaboration with Split Enz and Crowded House member Tim Finn and Hothouse Flowers singer Liam Ó Maonlaí. The song ‘Many’s The Time’, originally written for Tim’s ‘Before And After’ solo album, was to lead the three friends into an intense period of songwriting, recording and touring which would end up with a collection of 16 precious songs, two weddings, and Tim and Neil’s brotherly reunion album.

altitude was released by Parlophone in 1995 and the three toured the world as ALT, starting in Australia and New Zealand, following the sun to Europe and finishing off the year in North America. The shows were amazing performances with all three swapping instruments, positions on stage, lead vocals. A live album bootleg appeared on the fledgling ALT Recordings label and a whole ethos was born. Independent, home-made, spontaneous, low-fi. Tim called it “exquisite imperfection”. The world caught up a couple of years later, and wondered whether ALT would ever return. The question still hangs in the air.

Meanwhile, Andy took the collaborative experience of ALT and developed it further on his 1996 solo album Teenage. Recorded in Dublin, Melbourne and London and featuring three co-writes with Tim and one with Liam, it was Andy’s most polished pop album to date. Two tracks were produced by rock legend Kim Fowley – sometime producer of The Byrds and Kiss – who was living in Dublin at the time. Another was recorded by John Leckie at Real World Studios, a connection which was to develop over the next couple of years. It featured Karl Wallinger on guitar, and the album inhabits a similar Beatles-Dylan inspired acoustic-electric pop world as World Party, one of Andy’s favourite groups.

The single ‘Get Back Home’ charted in Ireland and was followed by his biggest ‘turntable hit’, ‘Between A Man And A Woman’. The album’s standout track was ‘Don’t Be Afraid’, a theme song for the movement towards peace in Northern Ireland which had been gathering momentum since the early 90s. The song grew out of a poem written on the night of the initial IRA ceasefire in August 1994. Andy has played it on stages in situations of conflict all over the world from North Belfast to South Africa and it remains one of the key songs of his career.

In 1998 a ‘Best Of’ collection entitled andywhite.compilation pulled together 14 of Andy’s best known songs plus one new composition ‘Something New’ and included a dance version of ‘Whole Thing’ from Teenage. Before release Andy created the website www.andywhite.com, featuring his trademark drawings, handwriting, lyrics and stories from the songs. Since then the website has become central to Andy’s way of working. The book of poetry in the acoustic guitar case was joined by a laptop, and the powerbook-toting troubadour was born.

To co-ordinate with the release of andywhite.compilation Belfast publishing house Lagan Press wanted to put together a companion volume to Andy’s recorded albums. He asked if the publishers would be interested in a different kind of book. The first half would be unpublished poetry, collected ever since Andy was 9 years old and edited by two novelist friends – Robert McLiam Wilson and Glenn Patterson. The other half would be Andy’s complete song lyrics, and the whole would be interspersed with drawings and cartoons. The Music Of What Happens was published in 1999. 

A ‘rarities and b sides’ album rare followed in late 1999, put together for those who had all the songs on the compilation album already, and released independently as a test run to restart the ALT Recordings label (originally set up to license ALT albums to a major record company). Andy was finding out that it was now possible to remove the record company simply by becoming one. He had been managed for years by Peter Jenner (Billy Bragg, The Clash, Pink Floyd) who taught him to own the master tapes of his albums, whenever possible. Good advice, given early enough for Andy to be able to follow.

In the summer of 1999, Andy and his band headed for Peter Gabriel’s Real World studio complex in Box, Wiltshire. There, at the invitation of WOMAD, they recorded a live performance album made up of both songs and poems.This interaction between words and music was what had drawn Gabriel and WOMAD Artistic Director Thomas Brooman to Andy’s work as far back as Out There. The album Speechless was released by Real World in spring 2000 and the WOMAD organization took Andy underneath its wing, asking him to play festivals in Singapore, Seattle, South Africa, Sicily, Spain, as well as the UK and eventually Australia and New Zealand in 2003.

New year 2001 saw the release of Andy’s self-titled studio album andy white. Written in Andy’s new home of Switzerland, it featured lush, electric production and was mixed by old friend John Leckie (producer of ‘The Bends’ by Radiohead, Muse and the Stone Roses). Andy’s first album of all original songs since 1996 felt like a whole new lease of life. Touring the album took Andy across the globe. The schedule took in New York City, only two months after the Twin Towers fell. This visit left a huge impression on Andy which began to emerge creatively during the writing of the songs which would become boy 40. 

In the meantime, ‘Coz I’m Free’ from the andy white album proved to be a big success in Australia. It had been written by Andy and Christine Anu for Christine’s friend, 400 metre Olympic champion Cathy Freeman. 

This, along with a long-standing love of Australia since the days of ALT, led Andy to relocate his family to Melbourne in January 2002. Change and the search for somewhere to call home has always been an important creative force in Andy’s life and as he says, “I knew it was the right time for a great adventure”.

In September 2002 the andy white album was re-released by new UK label Floating World in a special multimedia edition including three extra songs and video clips for ‘Let Me Be Free’ and ‘Hysteria’ (the latter directed by a Mexican-Finnish auteur in Dublin and Helsinki, featuring co-writer Kieran Kane, Jeff Healey and two members of The Go-Gos). When Floating World asked for Andy’s new solo album he was ready and willing to start writing. 

Once again, the songs started to appear from writing sessions in different parts of the world. First, pop songs in London with Stuart Crichton producing. ‘Let It Be Me’ about the trip from Dublin to Australia, ‘Tell Me Why’ about going solo and ‘Can’t Hold Back’ about … well, East versus West. These sessions were curtailed through illness and Andy locked himself in a house in W12 to write. He was booked to appear on Tom Robinson’s BBC Radio 6 show and knew he had to come up with new songs which captured the political mood of the times. This led him towards writing the more serious ‘Faithful’, thinking back to visiting New York City in November 2001, and ‘Everything You’ve Got’, written in the immediate aftermath of the terrorist attack on Bali, when Australia’s innocence was severely tested.

Andy continued writing the album back in Melbourne. Going back to the childhood memory-world he last explored in his first album with ‘The Twelfth Of July’ (an anthem more akin to ‘Born To Run’ than ‘The Sash’) and taking the ‘Age of Terrorism’ he had experienced as a child as a starting place for the epic sequence of ‘The Fortune Teller’s Right’ and ‘When Will You Learn’.

Add one of Andy’s trademark romantic song-poems ‘Hunger For Your Love’ and two songs co-written with Canadian singer-songwriter and soulmate Stephen Fearing the previous idyllic summer in Ontario, and boy 40 was in place. 

Recording sessions started in Melbourne with Simon Polinski, ALT’s engineer, in November 2002. Working through the Australian summer, Andy played all instruments on the album, just as he did on his very earliest recordings. The aim was to capture this mixture of experience and innocence on tape. 

boy 40 starts off with Andy on his own with his guitar asking ‘Tell Me Why’. It finishes with him and an orchestra trying to see God. As Andy says “It is a long way from Belfast to Melbourne – but I always said you have to get out there to come back again”.

The NME’s Stuart Baillie summed up Andy’s word-driven peripatetic musical talent and Celtic soul, writing in Ireland’s ‘Hot Press’ a couple of years ago. We’ll leave the last words to him:

“So hey, Andy White, I wrote this column for you. By the time I got back to Belfast, you were in Dublin, fixing to go abroad to live. And the last time I saw you in the flesh you were talking about your peculiar relationship to your hometown. ‘I love the place where I grew up,’ I remember you saying. ‘But you don’t necessarily have to live there to love it.’  Ahead of me, once again.

“Sometimes he’s high on hope and then he gets right twisted. Swooning chords, crashing sentiments and wit at no extra cost. And listen out, ‘cause Andy’s playing my song again. I can feel another compilation tape coming on.”
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