Chapter One/
Escape
We lived in a kind of a low-end suburb. You wouldn’t
really call it middle class. The kids I knew all had the
same type of parents—their dads had been off to the
war and had come back. Life was pretty good. It was
the fabulous ’50s, you know.

Bruce Petty: I could tell there was always a friction between the two
of them.

THE OTHER FLORIDA
Tom Petty: Gainesville, Florida, USA. A lot of times when I tell people
I’m from Florida, they picture Miami. Gainesville was nothing like that.
Gainesville is in the north central part of Florida, closer to Georgia than
Miami. Closer to Georgia geographically and certainly in spirit. Miami was
five or six hours away, but it may as well have been many oceans away,
really. I come from the South, not its fringes.

Tom Petty: We lived in a low-end suburb. You wouldn’t really call it middle
class. The kids I knew all had the same type of parents—their dads had
been off to the war and had come back. Life was pretty good. It was the
fabulous ’50s, you know.
COLOR CODES

Jim Lenehan: We were all good Florida crackers.

Tom Petty: My father had a variety of jobs. At one point he owned the only
grocery store in the black part of town. I have memories of being very
young and going there with him each day. This was before I started school.
He’d put me in a little dirt lot behind the store. I would be left out there,
eventually finding a group of black kids from the neighborhood who I could
play with. They’d try to con me into sneaking candy out of the store and
things like that. Then I would go home in the late afternoon and play with
the white kids.

Tom Petty: When I was born, in 1950, Gainesville was a little town. What
made it unique was having the University of Florida right there. The school
made Gainesville a little less backwater than it might have been otherwise.
But there was a farming community still active, the last traces of the
agrarian South, I suppose. It was a real mix of people. You could run across
just about any kind of person there. And I did.
I had a pretty good childhood in many respects, though my father was
kind of strange in some ways. A wild guy. That part of my youth was tough
at times. No excuse for nostalgia. My dad wasn’t around a lot, tended to
come in late at night. I didn’t see too much of him.

Tom Leadon: His family invited me to dinner with them. I was having
trouble understanding them because they had such thick Southern accents.

RUNNIN’ DOWN A DREAM
25

I was a skinny little kid with a weird haircut. But she is talking to me and says,
“You’re growing your hair, I see.” I said
“Yeah, I’ve got a band.” And she hires us to
play the intermission at her school dance.
We struck gold. Word got out, and we
found this kid who had already graduated
from high school, a bit older than us, and
he played the shit out of a guitar. We went
to my house, everyone plugged into the
same amplifier, and, wham, the heavens
split open. It was the biggest rush in my life.
We’re doing it.
We’re making this music.

Tom Petty: It was the South, and it was that time before the Civil Rights movement. There would be two drinking fountains, one saying COLORED and one saying WHITE. I guess that’s when I first really noticed there was
an awful injustice here. By the time I was approaching my teens it had finally become a national issue. A lot of
people were asking questions. Life was changing in towns like mine.
Benmont Tench: There’s a great misunderstanding about the South. It’s always good to remember Tennessee
Williams and William Faulkner, Ray Charles, all these people.
Tom Petty: In retrospect, I’m grateful for the experience I had as a child, shuttling between neighborhoods
with my dad. I didn’t think twice about who I played with in the morning and who I played with in the evening.
I just wanted to play, right? But at that age some crucial thinking gets put into place, quietly, there under the
surface. I think it’s worth remembering that for a musician, for an American songwriter, the movement between
black and white music is the most important movement there is. Always has been. That’s Elvis Presley’s
movement, Stax Records’ movement, Motown’s, the Beatles’. I feel like my travel between neighborhoods
probably, in some way, meant something that eventually factored into the music. The South has always been
a special place when it comes to music. And the black music of the South is the key ingredient.
VINYL
Tom Petty: My mother worked for the tax collector’s office selling license plates. I remember being a very
young child and my mother getting us these little children’s records that were usually on yellow vinyl, nursery
rhymes and such. I liked the whole idea of the record player, of the records. I suppose it was just the feel of
them and the look of the player that got me first. I still like to get my hands on vinyl.
My parents listened to a bunch of music. Certainly hillbilly music, country music, was around in the
house. My mom liked Nat King Cole. She would have the West Side Story soundtrack and South Pacific. She
also played gospel records.
I remember being five or six years old and hearing "Rock Around The Clock"—“One o’clock, two o’clock,
three o’clock, rock.” This impressed me. I thought, that’s really great. What is this? Then I didn’t hear much
about it for a while. Later on I made more headway. I had a cousin with a stack of rock-and-roll records,
always spinning the stuff. I clearly recall hearing the Everly Brothers for the first time—being confounded
because I thought these “brothers” were girls, because they were singing in such a high register. I never heard
men sing like that. But I was in love with high harmonies from that day forward.
Those were probably the first strains of music that came in. Elvis didn’t arrive on my shores for a while.
There was controversy in our house about Elvis Presley. The ladies would all giggle. And it was not a joke, not
to everyone. There were some sort of hushed tones about it. No better advertisement to get a young fellow
interested, really.

Lipham’s Music was the hub of all of the
musician activity in Gainesville. Everyone
went there. Lipham’s had all the right
equipment, all the great guitars and amps.
I remember times when I was really young
looking at the guitars in the window and
just thinking they might as well be rocket
ships. They were the most high-tech thing
I’d ever seen. Especially the whammy bar. I
thought it was some kind of gear shift. It
was all way out of my league financially. I
was fourteen or fifteen when they gave me
a job there because I was around all the
time anyway. The manager said he’d put
me on commission. But I sold so much stuff
in the first week he took me off commission
and gave me a part-time job. I’d offer some
incredible bargains that the management
wasn’t too happy with. My theory was just
keep slashing the price until the customer
bought it. I didn’t realize that this wasn’t
going to go down so well with the owners.
OPPOSITE:

The Epics, circa 1966. From left: Rodney Rucker,
Ricky Rucker, Tom, Dickie Underwood.
PREVIOUS PAGE:

Tom playing bass with the Sundowners, 1965.

MEMPHIS, LIVERPOOL, GAINESVILLE
Tom Petty: My aunt was married to a really nice guy, a fellow who worked in the film business in Gainesville.
From time to time, if there was a feature film being shot anywhere nearby, he would get on a film crew. So my
aunt pulls in the drive one day and says, “Listen, Elvis Presley is making a movie in Ocala, and your uncle is
working on the picture.”
It looked like the Fourth of July parade was in town, just the biggest ordeal I had seen in my young life.
Elvis hadn’t arrived yet. Then, suddenly, white Cadillacs begin to appear. White, not black, not red—white
Cadillacs. Out of every Cadillac, it seems, comes a guy with a pompadour and a mohair suit. Amazing-looking
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Tom Petty: I was not your typical ladies’ man. I was a skinny little kid with a
weird hair-cut. But she is talking to me and says, “You’re growing your hair,
I see.” I said “Yeah, I’ve got a band.” And she hires us to play the intermission at her school dance. We struck gold. Word got out, and we found this
kid who had already graduated from high school, a bit older than us, and he
played the shit out of a guitar. We went to my house, everyone plugged into
the same amplifier, and, wham, the heavens split open. It was the biggest
rush in my life. We’re doing it. We’re making this music. Come show day, we
got really nervous, showing up to the gig in matching blue shirts. We put
our gear up, and the disc jockey took his break. Without even a name for
the group, we started to play. We played our three songs. And to our near
disbelief, everyone yelled for more. So we played them again.
Eventually we graduated to nice pink jackets with belts on the back.
We played frat houses, high school dances, teen clubs, public swimming
pools. We called ourselves the Sundowners. The first time we got paid, my
mom really thought that I had stolen the money.

guys. And I go, “Is that Elvis?” And my aunt goes, “No, that’s not Elvis.”
“Well, is this one Elvis?” I ask. “No. That’s not Elvis.” And then suddenly she
goes, “That’s Elvis.”
Bruce Petty: At that age we were into cowboys and Indians. We were hoping
to get a new gun and holster for Christmas or whatever. But all of a sudden
Tom’s whole focus changed.
Bill Flanagan: I think that Elvis Presley affected Tom Petty’s imagination
and gave him entrée into this mythical world of old singles in a shoe box.
But it was seeing the Beatles on Ed Sullivan that made him actually see a
way that he could do it.
Mike Campbell: When the Beatles happened, the next day at school it’s like
everything had changed.
Tom Petty: There were four guys, and they looked like they were friends.
They were playing their instruments and singing. Now you need to remember, the people that the industry was selling us at the time were the Frankie
Avalons, Fabians, and Tab Hunters. These guys didn’t really have rock
groups. Because of them, I imagined that pop stars traveled around with an
orchestra and could make music happen on the beach. Magically, the bushes
transform into a backing group. When you saw the Beatles, it was very
clear that this was something that could happen in the real world, meaning, hey, I could do this. Here is a way out. So, I instantly wanted a guitar.
And my dad, bless his heart, threw down $35 and bought me an electric
guitar. Probably because I just wouldn’t shut up about it. I was in heaven—
but I couldn’t play a note.
My mom found me a guitar teacher. The teacher showed me one chord.
I went home and played it to death. Then I went back the next time. He told
me to put my thumb on the back of the neck of the guitar—not to let it go
over the fret board, but to keep it on the back the way classical musicians
play. As it happened, the Beatles were on TV again that week. They had
their thumbs over the fret board. I didn’t go back for another lesson.

THE EPICS
Tom Petty: As happens in bands, the Sundowners experienced a little internal friction. I had a falling out with the drummer. I was quickly offered a
job playing bass with a local group called the Epics, older guys. They had
driver’s licenses—this was the big time. These guys were wild. At about fifteen years old, I was by far the youngest one in the band. I just looked with
wonder at what I was seeing, at the girls in particular. These guys were
landing babes and getting drunk. It was some heady stuff for a young fellow.
Tom Leadon: When I was in eighth grade a friend took me to Petty’s house,
and they were there playing. They had the colored lights and the drum riser
and everything in this little room. I was quite impressed.
Tom Petty: Even when I was first learning the guitar I tried to come up
with my own tunes, likely because I didn’t know that many proper songs.
I liked to move the chords around and create my own little melodies. Our
idols were Lennon and McCartney, people who wrote their own music. So I
wanted to figure out how to do that.

Jim Lenehan: In those days, long hairs all gravitated toward each other.
Tom Petty: Soon enough, I met another guy with long hair. He played the
drums. Next thing you know, we’re banging away, the two of us. His drums
sort of drowned out my amplifier. I don’t think he really knew—or cared—if
I could play or not, but I had made a friend. I had an ally now. So, fast forward
a little bit. I’m at the dance hall on Friday night, and the hottest chick in
school—you know, the one we all wanted to talk to for some reason—comes
up to me.

Tom Leadon: Right away he was writing good stuff.
Tom Petty: I would take songs to the band, and they would say great. But
we didn’t get a lot of reaction when we played them in the shows. The Epics
just wanted the crowd to dance. It was probably around 1967, when I was
seventeen, that a few of us made the decision to play original music and
take the punishment related to that—fewer gigs and so forth. A new sensibility was springing up because of hippies—there was more of an audience
for hearing originals. That’s when Mudcrutch found its way into the world.

Bruce Petty: He wasn’t very athletic.
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ABOVE:

The Epics in 1967.
From left: Tom, Rodney Rucker, Dickie Underwood, Ricky Rucker, Tom Leadon.

MUDCRUTCH

DUB’S

Tom Petty: When I left the Epics, Tom Leadon came with me. Like me, Tom
was a teenager who wanted to play originals. The new group’s lead singer
was Jim Lenehan. Now we needed a name.

Tom Petty: The main club in Gainesville that paid any money was this
place called Dub’s Steer Room, which later shortened its name to Dub’s. The
real feature of the place was six topless dancers. Until we were on the stage
at Dub’s, it hadn’t registered to me what topless dancing really was. We
went into our first number, and these girls just pulled it off. Nice-looking
girls. So we are just playing and watching, and I thought, “I am going to like
this professional music thing.”

Jim Lenehan: Ricky Rucker walked in one day and said, “What do you think
of Mudcrutch?” And Petty said, “In relation to what?”

ABOVE:

Living room in Tench family residence set up for
Mudcrutch rehearsal. At 6 P.M. the band would break so that
Benmont’s father could watch the news.
RIGHT:

Mudcrutch Farm Festival, 1971.
PREVIOUS PAGE:

Tom’s first meeting with Mike, 1970.

It was Mike’s idea to throw the Mudcrutch
Farm Festivals. We figured, really casually,
that we’d put on an outdoor show. We put
up a few posters and had another group join
us. It was just going to be on Sunday—“after
church,” as Jim Lenehan wrote on the
poster—and quite a few people came. It was
more than we had ever imagined, over a
thousand people. The police turned up, a
sure sign of success. It went so well we
thought we’d have another one.
The next one we had was just off the
map. Cars were parked for miles. After that
one, we were kicked off of Mudcrutch Farm.
The landlord told us we were being evicted.
So, of course, we thought, “Why not have a
third one?”
Our name became something of a brand,
simply because the event was called the
Mudcrutch Farm Festival. After that we
were in high demand around town.

Tom Leadon: The name “the Epics” had become dated. This was the era
of the Jefferson Airplane, Moby Grape, the Grateful Dead. And we were
called the Epics. Mudcrutch sounded like something adults and straight
people wouldn’t understand or approve of.

Benmont Tench: After I saw Mudcrutch play in Lake City I became a fan.
Tom Petty: Benmont I knew when he was just a little guy. He couldn’t have
been more than eleven or twelve when he came into Lipham’s one time.
Benmont walks in there, sits down, and plays a Beatles album, the entire
album, beginning to end. I remember going over and introducing myself
and talking to him. He had this weird name, Benmont.

Tom Petty: I was playing the bass. Tom Leadon was playing the guitar.
Needing another guitar player and a drummer, we posted an ad at Lipham’s
Music Store. We got a call from a fellow named Randall Marsh. Randall
lived in this rundown farmhouse on three or four acres of land. We went
out there to try him out for the band. As we were setting up, somebody
made the remark that it’s a shame we don’t have a rhythm guitar player.
Randall says, “Oh, I may have a rhythm guitar player here.” And I heard him
yell, “Mike, can you play rhythm guitar?”

Benmont Tench: If I’m in a music store, I’m going to sit down at the piano
until they say stop. And they did. They said, “Kid, enough.”
Tom Petty: Years later, I was hanging with this guy who occasionally loaned
us his van to move gear. I’m at his place. It’s night. The door opens and this
guy comes in with an arm full of records. He’s got a big, bushy beard and
hair down over his shoulders. He’s also got all these import records from
England. I ask him his name, and he says, “Benmont Tench.” I said,
“Benmont Tench. You’re not the kid that plays the piano?” “Yeah, that’s me,”
he says. “Son of a bitch!” I say. “What are you doing tonight or tomorrow
tonight?” We get him onstage without any rehearsal, and he outplays all of
us for five hours.
Ben’s dad was a judge. I had to go into his office and talk him into letting his son quit college. One of the more interesting jobs I’ve ever had. My
angle was pretty solid: “Let Ben have a few years of this. And if it doesn’t
work, he can always go back to college. But he can’t always get a record
deal and make an album.” It was in the judge’s living room where we
recorded the demos that really got it all started for the band. We cut six or
seven songs on a two-track mobile unit at Benmont’s house. We thought it
sounded pretty good. The next step was to make my first trip to L.A.

Mike Campbell: I was just in the back room, listening through the walls.
Tom Petty: Mike’s wearing cut-off jeans, which I have never seen him wear
since. His hair was fairly short for those days because he had a job at the
university library. And he’s carrying this $80 Japanese guitar. At that
point we all kind of looked at the ground. This guy is bound to be terrible.
Tom Leadon: . . . a toy guitar, worth about ten bucks maybe.
Jim Lenehan: . . . worst guitar I’ve ever seen. Looked like it was cut out of
a door.
Tom Petty: But, one “Johnny B. Goode” later we had a band. Our jaws
dropped. This was an incredible guitar player. One snag: Mike is going to
college. He seems to be enrolled in the University of Florida. I said to him,
“You know, you don’t want to do that. Why would you want to do that when
you can play the guitar like this?” I can’t believe now that I had that much
gumption, but I talked him into quitting school. His next concern was, well,
what about the army? Vietnam was going on, and you got a deferment if
you went to school. I said, “Don’t worry, we’ll handle that.”

DOOR-TO-DOOR
SALESMEN
Tom Petty: It was a different time in
the music business. Three of us went
out to visit the record companies.
We packed up a lot of sandwiches and
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Jim Lenehan [Second from left] was the original lead singer of
Mudcrutch. He and I go all the way back to high school. Though I
was the one who replaced Jim, it wasn’t anything like a competition
between us. In fact, he was the first really encouraging person I
met when I started writing songs. He prompted me to keep doing
it. That meant a lot. I think his leaving the group was twofold. On
one level, it was getting to where I was writing more and more
songs and it just made more sense that I sang them. But he also
wanted to go back to school and get a degree in theater arts. He
learned about building sets and lighting and staging. So it wasn’t
long before Lenehan was back—and wanted to light everything.
He did it with the most modest lights in the world.
Thirty years later, he’s still with us. He’s been in show business
since he was five, singing on the radio in Gainesville. He instilled
a professionalism in us. Even early on he felt that, no matter
our resources, our shows should always have good lights and good
sound. And to this day, he’s still doing that job. He’ll still walk up at
rehearsal for a television show and go, “You’re gonna wear that?”
LEFT:

Mudcrutch in 1970. From left: Tom Leadon, Jim Lenehan, Tom,
Randall Marsh, Mike Campbell.
BELOW:

First Mudcrutch single, 1971.
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tapes. None of us had been west of the Mississippi. It was a big deal when
we started seeing cactus on the side of the road.

you know, it’s a hundred bucks. It’s not that good.” The voice on the other
end goes, “No, no, no. This is Denny Cordell. I’m calling for Mudcrutch.”
When I told Denny that we’d promised a guy at London that we’re
going to do it with them, he asked if we’d signed the deal. Well, no. Then
he says that if we’re going to L.A., it’s not too far out of our way to stop in
Tulsa. We should meet him there and talk a little bit before we sign with
London Records.

Bruce Petty: I remember him sending pictures of cactuses.
Tom Petty: Once we’re out there, we drive into Hollywood, down Sunset
Boulevard. There were lots of record companies in those days. I said, “Well,
this is going to be easy because we will just go to every one. One of them
will have to take us.”
We walk in—and we must have looked pretty funny, having just driven
three thousand miles—and we are quickly told that it’s not done this way.
We look at the fellow who tells us this and say, “C’mon, we’re here and we
got the demo and you have a tape deck.” He played not quite thirty seconds
and stopped the tape, telling us he’d heard enough and to get out of his
office.
Change of strategy. Kind of. I had a list of record companies I took
from record ads in Rolling Stone. I figured we’d make some appointments.
I go out to the phone booth, and while I’m on the phone and asking for a
number, I look down at the bottom of the booth and there’s a piece of paper
lying there. On this paper there are twenty-five record companies and their
phone numbers. That made me feel good and bad. “Christ,” I thought, “how
many people are doing this?”
I made an appointment for later in the day to visit Shelter Records.
And we went to MGM. At MGM a guy listens to the whole tape. He says,
“Who’s your lawyer.” We have no lawyer. He says, “Who’s your manager?” I
point at Keith, the roadie, and say, “I guess he is.” The guy says he wants to
make a deal to record a single! Our eyes go up. But we’re savvy now, right?
We said, well, we were really looking for an album deal. We hit the street
just leaping in the air. Later we drop a tape at Shelter for Denny Cordell.
The next day we go to London Records. A cute little secretary is in the
waiting room, talks to us for a few minutes, and eventually tells us someone will see us. This guy plays our tape, the whole thing. He starts clapping
his hands and jumping around going, “This is fantastic. You got a deal.” We
just looked at him. A deal? He wants to know where we live? Gainesville,
Florida. Where? What? What’s that? “You’re going to have to live here,” he
tells us. “Go get your band.”

Denny Cordell: I completely flipped for the whole thing, contacted Tom,
and he said he was driving across with his band to various record companies in California. I was desperate, frightened I wouldn’t have a chance of
getting them. Really, the Tulsa trip was an effort to head them off at the
pass.
Tom Petty: We load up everybody and their girls, and a couple of dogs,
into three vehicles, including a truck that did fifty miles an hour tops and
Benmont’s mother’s station wagon, which constantly broke down. I got
married a couple of days before we hit the road. So we’re off on an
adventure—on every level.
Jim Lenehan: I have a little piece of silent super-eight of the wedding. A
couple days later we left in a caravan. A truck, a Volkswagen van, and
Benmont’s station wagon.
Randall Marsh: . . . five cars and a truck.
Mike Campbell: We all got a truck and headed out together.
Benmont Tench: . . . a U-Haul truck, a Volkswagen bus, and maybe
something else.
THE PIRATE
Tom Petty: Once in Oklahoma, I remember meeting Denny Cordell in
front of the Shelter Studio, which was built in an old church. There was a
windstorm, dust blowing everywhere. Through the dust clouds steps this
Englishman, who was really something to take in. He had the earring,
which you didn’t see a lot back then, and a bandana. Some kind of English
dustbowl pirate. “Come on over to the diner,” he tells us. We immediately
hit it off. He tells us we’re the greatest thing since the Rolling Stones and
that he’s going to throw everything he can behind the band. Tells us to go
on out to Hollywood and go to his office. Ask for Eileen Basich.
He reaches in his pocket and pulls out a lot of cash, tells us we’re going
to need some money. He throws it down on the table. There’s five grand
there. “Will that get you to Hollywood?” I’d never seen that much money in
one hand, and definitely not my own.

CONVOY
Tom Petty: On the way back to Gainesville we swung through New Orleans,
went up to Ben’s place, and said, “Look. This is it with school. Get your gear.
We’re going to make records.” We started selling anything we owned of
value, which wasn’t much. One thing we were selling was an old car. We’re
rehearsing one day, and the phone rings. I put down my bass and go to
answer the phone. The band is still playing in the next room. It’s loud. I think
this person is calling about the car. Talking over the music, I’m saying, “Well,

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT:

Tom, 1970.
Mike, 1970.
Benmont, early ’70s.
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Mike and Tom playing at Mudcrutch Farm, 1971.

Eileen Basich: There were ten of them. There were so many, and they
were so young and excited.
Tom Petty: Within a day or so Shelter Records rented us out a couple of
houses, one with a swimming pool. This is heavy stuff for us. We hadn’t
hardly seen a house with a swimming pool, let alone lived in one. There
was no furniture, of course, but we bought lawn chairs so we could sit
down. About the second week we were there I learned that I was going
to have a baby. It was strange. I didn’t quite know what to think. There
was so much happening in my life. I just thought, “Well, okay. At least
I’ve got a job now.”
I remember Benmont being particularly crazy around this time.
He wouldn’t let us turn the heat on in the house because he was afraid
that the gas was going to blow it up, figured we didn’t know how to
operate it properly. You have to realize that Benmont didn’t even own a
pair of blue jeans at this point in his life because he had always been
dressed in prep school clothes. He wore blazers all the time.
Benmont Tench: I felt like an alien in this band, anyway, because I was
younger than anyone by a couple of years. They were guys that had
been in this rock-and-roll band and living on this farm and God knows
what kind of stuff. I had been in boarding school in New England. Good
lord, it wasn’t the same thing. My dad is a judge.
Tom Petty: So, Adria is born. Benmont’s wearing jeans. And Denny
Cordell figures he’s going to teach us how to record. He’s going to show
us how to trick the mic into doing what we want it to. We learned a lot.
He sent us back to Oklahoma for a stint in Shelter’s studio, and we also
worked in L.A. studios. After what seemed to us like a very, very long
time, often waiting for Denny, a Mudcrutch single was released. One
side was “Depot Street,” and the other was “Wild Eyes,” both written by
me. It was an overwhelming flop, hit the dirt pretty hard.
We had so many expectations in that time—and then to watch the
single disappear. Amidst it all, Mudcrutch breaks up. I went immediately to Mike and said, “You won’t leave me though, right? We’re going
to stick together, right?” It was a hard time. It was really sad because
we had been together so long. I felt really terrible about it.
Not much happened for a while. I was still under contract to Shelter and did a couple of sessions as a solo artist, with the best session
musicians in town, Jim Keltner, Al Kooper, Jim Gordon. But I didn’t like
it. I didn’t like the feeling of not being in a group. I never really wanted
it to be that way. I went to Cordell and said, “This is not what I want to
do. I really would like to have my own group.”

Tom Leadon, Tom Petty, Randall Marsh, Mike Campbell.

