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INTRODUCTION

You don’t know about me without having heard a band by the name of Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers, but that’s okay. We played rock and roll together for a long time. So much has been written about us. Some of it is even true. But this is the first time one of us has tried to tell our story. I should say stories. A few of them at least. There are a lot we could tell.

Nobody would ever have imagined it would be me, of all people, to tell them. I was never much of a talker. But my wife, Marcie, says I have gotten downright chatty in my old age. And she has been with me from the very beginning, so she would know.

The Heartbreakers started in Los Angeles in 1976, but we all came from Gainesville, Florida. I was the guitar player. Stan was the drummer. He was wild. And funny. And there was Ron, a sweet and sensitive guy, and an incredible bass player. Rock and roll is not always the best line of work if you’re sweet and sensitive, so for many years we had another bass player named Howie. It was a hard job for him too, but in different ways.

Benmont was there from the start. He was from Gainesville too, but he was a little different from us. He was younger. He came from a good, loving home. And he was a genius. He could turn two chords into Booker T playing Beethoven symphonies. I would say he became one of the greatest rock and roll keyboard players of all time, but he was about as good as he is now when he was seventeen.

Tom used to say that about me. That I was as good a guitar player when he first heard me as I was when we got famous. The first time Tom ever heard me play was in 1970, in a shack outside Gainesville that I lived in when I had nowhere else to go and I didn’t know what to do with my life.

I can’t say the same for Tom. He was pretty good when we met. He had been playing in bands for a couple of years already. And then he got better. And better. And better. But even early on, when I couldn’t fathom, not in my wildest dreams, how far he would take us, he never doubted it for a second. He once told his dad that if he would just get off his back, he would be a millionaire by the time he was thirty-five. And he was right.

Tom was a songwriter too. Like me, but also not like me. I could give him a tape of three chords that I recorded to play over while I practiced, and he would come back with lyrics thousands of people would sing with tears in their eyes. He wrote songs that gave people great courage and comfort. And sometimes he would give me a few verses over two chords and I would write a guitar part that made it a hit, that made people roll down the windows and drive faster when it came on the radio. Sometimes I would write a guitar line like that and try to throw it away. But he’d save it. Time after time, he heard things in me that I couldn’t hear in myself.

Tom never doubted that we would make it. When all I knew was that I had nowhere to go, Tom knew we were going to the top. Nothing was going to stop him. He was little and he was skinny, but he could be unbreakable. He could withstand pressure like nobody I have ever seen. Tom Petty was one of the toughest people I have ever met, but it could make him hard on people. And then he would feel bad and get down on himself. He worried a lot. Sometimes he made me so angry I couldn’t look at him. But nothing could ever split us up. We were brothers from the same muse. Early on, before we even knew it, we made some unspoken deal that we were going down the line together, no matter what. Me and him. Full speed ahead, from the very beginning to the very end.

The first place Tom and I ever played together was a topless bar on Route 441 outside Gainesville. We played Creedence covers to a bunch of drunk rednecks who threw empty Schlitz cans at us if we blocked their view of the dancers.

The last place we played together was the Hollywood Bowl. The last song we played together was “American Girl,” the last song on the first album we ever made together. It was the end of the show, the end of the tour, the end of the road. And at the end of that song, there is one of those guitar parts I was telling you about. This little guitar riff I played over the outro. When we recorded it, I played it just as a placeholder, until I thought of something better. Tom wouldn’t let me change it. He said, are you crazy?

For the next forty years, whenever I played that little guitar riff at the end, people cheered. They cheered for me, the poor kid from across the tracks, the quiet kid in the back, whose dreams somehow all came true. They cheered for the luckiest guy in the world.

The crowd rose to their feet that night when I played it at the Hollywood Bowl. As the song crashed to a close, and the last notes we would ever play together rang in the air, I glanced over at Tom. He was beaming. His eyes were full of joy. And he shot me that look he had, that smirk. If you know him, you know the look I’m talking about. He gave me that look as if to say, “I told you.”

As the band left the stage, Tom was down front waving to the crowd, signing some autographs. Backstage, I sat down and caught my breath, but I wanted to catch him before he left. I wanted to say goodbye. I wanted to tell him how much I loved him, and how proud I am of what we created together, and how grateful I am for everything we went through, even the hard times. But I missed him somehow. I turned around and he was gone.

I’ll tell you instead.




PART ONE




CHAPTER 1

Most people never knew where I came from. Everybody always said Gainesville. Sometimes I’d correct them. I’d say, Jacksonville, actually. But by the time I’d gotten to Jacksonville, Florida, I had lived in Orlando and Merced, California, and had spent a couple of miserable months in Okinawa, Japan. So I’m not even from there. But Jacksonville is where it all started, in the suffocating summer of 1965, when I was fifteen years old and my whole life had fallen apart.

I didn’t know anybody there. I didn’t have anywhere to go or anything to do. It was just my mom; my little brother, Cliff; my little sister, Kathy; and me. The long, hot summer days crawled by. The white smoke of the paper mills along the Trout River made the air sour as sulfur. They called it the smell of money. Everything stunk.

We lived in a run-down north side neighborhood called Sherwood Forest. It was full of trailers and vacant lots and grimy white houses with chainlink fences. I had begged my mom not to bring us to Jacksonville. I wanted to go back to Orlando, where all my friends were. Where I had played sandlot baseball and watched the Beatles on Ed Sullivan and traded for Beach Boys records. Where I could run around our safe suburban neighborhood until my dad came home from the base in his brown air force uniform, and my mom made fried chicken for dinner and banana pudding for dessert.

I told my mom that if we went back to Orlando, I’d eat peanut butter every day and never ask for money. I even promised to stop asking for a guitar.

But Orlando was gone. That life smashed like a plate against a wall after my parents started fighting. When my dad started having coffee with the lady across the street for some reason. When he started sitting on the couch, staring off into space as he listened to his Johnny Cash records.

One day I asked him why he liked Johnny Cash so much.

He looked over at me with a soft smile and shrugged.

“Johnny Cash sounds like the truth.”

I loved my dad. Malcolm Campbell. He was sharp and analytical. It was his job to look at things objectively. He was good at it. He worked for the Strategic Air Command. If I asked about his day, he would say, “Can’t talk about it, son. Top secret.” I would be so impressed. He was keeping us safe, from the Russians, from the bomb, from everything.

My dad was an electronics genius. He repaired old radios and reel-to-reel tape recorders and record players for extra money. I would sit next to him on his workbench in the garage and he would try to teach me about resistance and capacitance, how to fix connections when things broke, but I didn’t get it. I was too young. He built a reverb tank and put it in the trunk of our old Buick and wired it to the radio. We would sit in the garage and crank it up so the songs echoed like from outer space.

One, two, three o’clock, four o’clock rock … rock … rock … rock …

Then one day he came home and told us he was being transferred to Okinawa. He said he was going to move us all to Jacksonville, to be close to my mom’s family. He would send for us. Once he got settled. Then he was gone. It all happened very fast.

We moved into a pretty house in Jacksonville and I finished eighth grade at John Gorrie Elementary. I was the new kid. I didn’t know how long I would be there. I kept to myself.

A couple of months after he left, my dad stopped sending money. The electricity got turned off. Then he called and told my mom not to come. Not come? With three kids, no job, and a house she couldn’t afford? Think again, mister.

I don’t know how long we were in Okinawa. A couple months. Maybe more. Long enough for me to finish eighth grade, get my first Fs, and wander endlessly and aimlessly through the flat, tropical streets of the air force base, bored out of my mind.

I didn’t even have a record player there. And all the songs they played on the few radio stations I could pick up on my little transistor radio were old. I’d heard them all a million times.

And then one day, my dad called me into the living room of our place in Okinawa. He wanted to talk to me, man to man. He sat me down on the couch and showed me the spreadsheets he had laid across the coffee table.

He pointed to the column on the spreadsheets that showed his monthly income from the air force. Then he ran his finger down the row of expenses coming out of it. My mother’s spending.

A woman couldn’t have a bank account in her own name then, but he had gotten her a credit card before he left. For emergencies only. And when he stopped sending money every month, the emergencies came faster. The emergencies came daily.

When he sent money, he said, she blew through it. If she had it, she spent it, all at once.

But I knew it couldn’t have been very much. Blowing all the money meant she could buy milk for our cereal and a pack of cigarettes for herself without worrying about it. She could make us fried chicken for dinner without thinking the power might get turned off next week.

My dad said, Mike, I’m leaving her.

He said he had no choice. If he stayed with my mother, he explained, we would wind up destitute.

He meant he would be destitute, and even then I knew it. He wasn’t leaving my mom. He was staying right where he was. He was making us leave him. He was throwing us into oblivion.

Okinawa dragged on and on after that, for months, as my mother tried to figure out what to do next. That’s when I begged, not Jacksonville, Mom, please not back to Jacksonville. But we had nowhere else to go.

Jacksonville is where my mom grew up, poor as ragweed and pretty as Ava Gardner. She was a waitress in a diner and one day my dad came in, tall and handsome in his uniform, and whisked her away.

Helen and Malcolm fell in love. She was funny and impulsive. He was smart and methodical. I was a little bit like both of them. My mom told me once, “Don’t you ever think you didn’t come from love. We loved each other very much, once.”

My mom’s whole family still lived in North Jacksonville—her mom and her brothers and sisters and her violent, mean dad, who kicked their dog and once beat my grandmother so badly he broke her arm.

First we stayed at my grandparents’ house, so my mom could be close to her mother and get her feet on the ground, until she could figure out what she would do next, how she would care for us. But just two months after we got there, my grandmother died.

We all slept in the extra bedroom of my uncle Frank’s house. Then we moved over to my uncle Wilbur and aunt Viola’s house, where my cousin Shirley lived. She was my closest cousin, just a year older and so kind to me. The first night we got there, she sat me next to her on the piano bench and showed me stride piano.

My mother got a job packing boxes at the Sav-a-Stop warehouse for a dollar an hour and eventually got together enough for a deposit and a month’s rent on the first of I don’t know how many of those run-down duplexes we lived in.

It had dirty windows and a broken stove and a warm fridge and bars on the windows. I would go on to live in dozens of them, a different one every couple of months, and they were all the same. Freezing all winter. Suffocating all summer. Brown water coughing out of the faucets and black mold creeping out of the corners. Sirens all night. Gunshots. The smell of money.




CHAPTER 2

All I had was two shirts and one pair of jeans and one pair of old sneakers. But all I wanted was a guitar. A guitar. A guitar. A guitar. It was all I thought about. I had no idea why I wanted one so badly, but it was the Beatles, of course.

After the Russians pointed the missiles at us and the bomb shelter salesmen started going door to door. After President Kennedy got shot and everyone stood around the TVs with their heads bowed. After the little girls were murdered by bombs in Birmingham and the whole South felt like it was about to blow. Suddenly, the Beatles appeared, sprinkling happiness all over the world.

Every single day that I was fourteen, the Beatles topped the charts. In April 1964, the top five songs were all Beatles songs. From January to May, every number one song was a Beatles song. And then in August, and in December too. “I Want to Hold Your Hand.” “She Loves You.” “Can’t Buy Me Love.” “A Hard Day’s Night.” “I Feel Fine.” “Love Me Do.”

I loved every one of them. I would thumb for Beatles songs on the dial of the little silver transistor radio I carried with me everywhere, and I could always find them. And they always sounded beautiful. It was almost hypnotic.

The Beatles sounded like a whole new way you could be. I can’t do justice to how they hit us down south, us soft-spoken, broken-home kids who loved rock and roll and didn’t have dads or, worse, had the dads we did have. The Beatles came out of nowhere, right when we needed them most. They wanted to tell us something they thought we’d understand. And we did.

I had been listening to them all year, but the first time I ever saw them was like everybody else, on The Ed Sullivan Show, the week after my fourteenth birthday. I couldn’t take my eyes off them. Especially the one in the middle—the tall, skinny, dark-haired guitarist with the big hollow body Gretsch Country Gentleman. George. The quiet one. He smirked and played the perfect ten-second solo to “All My Loving”—one minute in to a two-minute song—and that was it for me.

That was it. I knew I needed a guitar. I needed one. I didn’t know why. I just knew.

So I tuned my transistor to the Big APE, WAPE, and carried it with me everywhere. And every time those can’t-buy-me harmonies crashed into that big E minor of love, or the magical mystery chord rang in a hard day’s night, or the thick hum of feedback kicked in the flatpicking of “I Feel Fine,” I’d turn it up. I’d look at my mom until she looked back at me.

“Gee, I wish I had a guitar.”

A guitar? I might as well have been asking for a rocket ship. We barely had enough for bologna sandwiches. My mother looked exhausted, always. In just months she had gone from an I Love Lucy housewife, in a dress, with her hair down, opening the door as I got home from school, to a woman in a Dust Bowl portrait, with hard lines of worry and weariness around her eyes, her shoulders slumped from standing all day. It was all very hard on her.

She worked in the warehouse. She worked behind a lunch counter, making milkshakes for nickel tips. She waited tables. And then she would come home tired and cook us dinner with whatever we had. Usually, not much.

But sometimes, after she got paid, my mom would bust through the front door with groceries.

She’d set the bags down, tuck her hands under her arms and flap her elbows like wings, singing, “I feel like chicken tonight!” And we would all laugh. She would cook us fried chicken for dinner. At night, after she put my brother and sister to bed, we would stay up and talk and play cards. She taught me to play Solitaire.

But the worse things got for us, the more I wanted a guitar. I got mad at myself for how bad I wanted one when we had nothing, when we were sinking faster than my mom could pull us up. It felt selfish, but I couldn’t help it.

I started at Jean Ribault High School in the fall of 1965. I was the quiet kid in the back. I knew the answers but I never raised my hand. I would do my homework in the library after school, studying to kill time, then catch the bus back to whatever dump we happened to be living in that month, with my books in one hand and my little radio in the other.

Hard times came.

It was a sad first Thanksgiving without my grandmother. It rained Christmas Day. My mother lost her job at the Sav-A-Lot. Sometimes we had money for milk for our cereal; sometimes we had money for her cigarettes. We never had enough for both.

My mom would load us all into the beat-up Ford that Uncle Frank had fixed up for her, and we’d drive down to the post office to look for checks from my dad. Most times, the post office box was empty. Every month or two, we got evicted.

I turned sixteen on the first of February. It was a bitter cold Tuesday. I woke early for school. The room was dark. My little brother was snoring next to me. I got out of bed and walked into the kitchen.

And there it was. My first guitar.

It was a beat-up little Harmony acoustic, with f-holes like a violin, and nicks and gouges pocking its faded brown-and-yellow sunburst finish. It was laying on the kitchen table next to a Mel Bay chord book for beginners. She had even stuck a little red bow on the headstock.

I stared at it, stunned.

I picked it up. It was lighter than I had imagined. I strummed the rusted strings. They clanked back at me. It was the first time I ever held a guitar. I didn’t want to put it down.

I guess I never did.

I thought Carl Wilson must have hands like Killer Kowalski.

I loved the Beach Boys almost as much as I loved the Beatles. I owned two records—Something New by the Beatles and Beach Boys Concert. I would switch back and forth between them on a record player I found in Uncle Frank’s basement.

But I didn’t know how Carl did it. When I dropped the needle on Beach Boys Concert and the announcer said, “Now, from Hawthorne, California … the Fabulous Beach Boys,” the girls’ screams crested over the Sacramento stage like a wave, and all you could hear was Carl pealing off those Chuck Berry double stops that ring in “Fun, Fun, Fun.”

I would imagine him gripping the neck of his Rickenbacker with a left hand like a gorilla’s. How else could he do it? When I tried on my Harmony, I could barely press the strings down.

That guitar was in rough shape. The nut—the little piece of bone at the top of the neck that the strings rest on—was too tall, so even when I managed to tweak the creaking tuners to hold the dirty strings to the right notes, it could still sound out of tune on the first few frets. The bridge was cracked and the neck was bowed. The action—that’s the guitar word for the distance between the strings and the fretboard—was so high, it took all the strength I had to play past the third fret. It was like pressing my fingers against the edge of a rusty switchblade.

I taught myself with the chord book. I learned all the cowboy chords, even miserable F, which cramped my left hand so bad I thought I would never get it. I would carry the guitar with me every time we went to Uncle Wilbur’s so I could tune it to my cousin Shirley’s spinet piano. Uncle Wilbur would say, play something, Mike. I would twist my fingers into a C chord and pluck each string slowly, one at a time. Then I’d lurch into a G or D chord and do it all over. Uncle Wilbur would say, sounds good, Mike, and then leave the room.

I realized that I would have to do more than strum a chord to impress anybody. So I started sounding the strings with my pick and fingers, simple little Merle Travis patterns that almost sounded like music and bought me a little time as my fingers stumbled into the next chord. I picked up the patterns and once I knew them, I could play them pretty fast. It’s amazing how quick you can learn when you have nothing else to do. The next time I played for Uncle Wilbur, he looked over at my mom, then at Aunt Viola and Shirley. He said, did you hear that? They said they sure did.

I was not some prodigy. None of it came easily. It was just all I did. I was usually stuck watching my little brother and sister after school while my mom worked. So I played guitar. All the time. It was all I wanted to do anyway. When the strings cut my fingertips open, I rinsed the blood off and kept playing. I didn’t care if it hurt. When the strings cut through the callouses, I played until they calloused again.

One morning, a couple of months after I got the Harmony, I was sitting on the steps of whatever duplex we were in, struggling to fingerpick my way through G, C, and D. The door to the other half of the duplex opened up and a thin-faced greaser in a white T-shirt and blue jeans stepped out and lit a cigarette with a silver Zippo he opened and closed with a snap.

He took a drag and exhaled a slow plume of smoke as he regarded me.

“Hell, don’t stop on my ’count. You pick that thing any?”

“I work at it.”

He put the cigarette between his lips and hitched his dark jeans over his black engineer boots as he sat down next to me. He said, you pass me that box I might could show you a thing or two. I handed him the guitar and the pick. He flicked the cigarette into a dirt patch on the lawn.

He settled the guitar into his lap and pulled it close to him. He pressed the D string at the second fret and smirked at how high the action was. He sounded the open A string and the fretted D string together.

“You know this one here? A?”

I nodded.

“You can play it just the two strings like that?”

“Hell, yeah, you can.”

I told him I had a chord book but it said you need to hold down three strings for A. He scoffed, chord book, and shook his head.

“Just do like this here.”

He sounded the two strings, holding the D string down behind the second fret and then fretting it on the fourth fret as his right hand picked out a slow, simple shuffle. Then, he said, you just drop her down like so. That there’s your D, he said. They go together.

“And now all you need is …”

He played the shuffle on the open low E string with the fretted A string, went back to the D and then resolved the shuffle back on the A. He said, it goes, A, then D, then E, then A again. Got it?

“A, D, E, then A again.”

“That’ll do her. Once you get it going good, you might could do it like this here.”

He walked into the A chord and started the shuffle slow, then picked up speed like a train leaving a station. By the time he went to D, his strumming hand was a blur. He threw in some bass runs to lead into the chord changes and some Chuck Berry double stop stabs on the high B and E strings that he held down all the way up at the fifth fret with his pinky. I thought the little Harmony was going to go up like a matchbox.

He sang the word “well” in a long, high rockabilly keen that jolted me like electricity, then continued.


In North-a Carolina way-a back in the hills. Me and my old pappy and he had him a still. He brewed white lightnin’ till the sun went down. Then he’d fill him up a jug and he’d pass it around. Mighty might pleasin’, my pappy’s corn squeezin’.



He hit the A chord hard and stopped. He looked at me, bugged his eyes, and hiccuped like a cartoon bear.

“Shoooooo-weeee,” he cried. “A-white lightnin’!”

He ended with a fast flourish of notes and two hard jabs on the A chord. He laughed at my dumbfounded expression. He slid the pick between the strings at the nut and handed the guitar back to me.

“See where that gets ya.”

He stepped down from the porch, ground the smoldering cigarette butt in the dirt patch with the heel of his boot, and walked away. I never saw him again. I thought about him for days and days after. Where had he come from? Where was he going? He looked like he had stepped off a chain gang and was headed to the nearest bar fight. Cool, tough, and ready to rock. If that was being a guitarist, I was in.

I was in for life.

I sat on the porch for the rest of the morning playing “White Lightning” over and over until I had it down, picking one string at a time. It was like a tongue twister for my fingers. I couldn’t play it as fast as the greaser, so I played the three-chord shuffle slow. A thousand blues songs fell from the f-holes like silver dollars.

I made friends with another Michael, Michael Bell, who sat right next to me in homeroom. He played guitar too. After school one day, I walked home and got my guitar and carried it across the neighborhood with no case, to Michael’s house.

Michael had his own room, with a desk with a lamp on it where he could do his homework, and a dresser full of clothes, with a nice record player on top. His acoustic guitar was lying on his neatly made bed.

“You have this one?” he asked.

He held up Bob Dylan’s first record. Dylan’s baby face peered out at me from under an unsnapped brakeman’s cap, his shearling collar up and his hands around the neck of an acoustic guitar.

“No. I like him though. He sings that long song.”

“This is different.”

He dropped the needle onto the record. The needle slipped into the grooves between songs as Michael sat on the bed and put his guitar in his lap.

I sat at the desk and rested my arm on top of my guitar.

The next song started—a lone acoustic guitar skittering, swaying, skipping up the neck and then descending like it was dancing down a set of stairs. Dylan started talking, introducing the song right on the record. He talked about the guy who taught him the song. It was so cool, so different.

His voice and his guitar fit together perfectly but it sounded like he wasn’t trying hard at all. The Beach Boys and the Beatles came from this magical place of sweet harmonies, cavernous reverb, and shimmering electric guitars. Bob Dylan was in the room with us. He stood right behind my shoulder, sounding old and new at the same time. The harmonica squalled and then Dylan sang “Baby Let Me Follow You Down.”

Michael stood and lifted the needle. He sat back down on the edge of his bed and set his guitar in his lap.

“I can’t play that,” I said.

“It’s easier than it sounds.”

He showed me the chord changes slowly. I played them right back.

“See?”

I went home and played “Baby Let Me Follow You Down” for weeks. I played it backward and forward—picking the notes, strumming the notes, playing only the top notes of the chords or just one note to hear the melody, learning the same chords in different positions by matching the notes with their octaves, trying to wring every last drop of music out of it. The callouses on my fingertips got thick as belt leather.

“So your mom tells me you are doing quite well in school.”

My dad’s voice crackled thin from across the Pacific.

“Pretty good.”

I faced the kitchen wall at Shirley’s house, where I would have these calls every few months. We never had a phone.

“Says you’ve really taken to that guitar she got you.”

“I like it a lot. But—”

“You know, Mike, if you play a musical instrument, you will always have friends.”

I thought, oh jeez, this again. My dad was always telling me to be outgoing. He’d say, you have to assert yourself. People admire confidence. Don’t let yourself get walked on. People will take advantage of you.

“Have you made any friends in Jacksonville?”

“A few,” I said. “A guy named Bob. And a kid named Carl. And my friends John and Paul and George.”

“That’s good, Mike. Good friends are important.”

I could tell he was ready to get off the phone.

“Dad, I need something.”

“What?”

“I need a guitar.”

“You have a guitar.”

“I need a different guitar.”

I looked over my shoulder to make sure my mom wasn’t listening. I lowered my voice.

“This one’s not very good. I need a better one. I need an electric guitar.”

“Well, we’ll see. Maybe for Christmas.”

It was April.

“Dad, I can’t wait for Christmas. I need one now.”

I think he heard something in my voice. He said he would think about it. I said, okay, Dad, thanks. But “I’ll think about it” always meant no.

Almost always.

A couple of months later, I came home from school and the big box was sitting on our porch. He never told me it was coming. It just showed up one day with my name on it, sealed with packing tape and covered in postage stamps. I dragged it into the duplex. I thought, what if we had moved? Would they have found us? Would it have been shipped back?

I laid it on the kitchen floor and cut through the packing tape carefully. I pulled it out of the box. It was packed with Japanese newspapers. There was no case, just a short guitar cable, an Allen wrench, and this little mutt of a guitar. It was a strange short-scale solid body electric that looked like three different Fenders had crashed into one another.

It was a Guyatone LG-130T, one of thousands the Japanese factory cranked out every month and sold for fifty bucks a pop to a globeful of kids standing in front of bathroom mirrors dreaming of being Beatles. It had a tobacco sunburst finish and a wobbly vibrato arm on a spring like a Bigsby. It was shaped a little like a Jazzmaster, but it had three single coil pickups mounted on a pickguard, like a Stratocaster. The pickguard was metal, a little like a Jaguar, with on-off switches for the pickups labeled Mic 1, Mic 2, and Mic 3, a fourth switch labeled Rhythm, and a little white plastic tone wheel. It had a single volume knob next to the top-mounted input jack.

I strummed an E chord and was surprised that it was close to being in tune. The B string was flat, and when I tweaked the white plastic tuning peg, it turned smoothly and held. The action was low and the neck was straight.

Just before the guitar came, I had gotten a heavy Wollensak reel-to-reel tape recorder. It was like a little silver suitcase, with fat plastic buttons for play, stop, and record, and a switch that flipped between rewind and forward. It had a built-in speaker and a quarter-inch microphone input that fit the cheap guitar cable that was in the box with the Guyatone. If I plugged the cable halfway in, the sound that came out of the speaker was plinky and clean and quiet. If I plugged it all the way in, it was loud and distorted. The first time I plugged it in and hit an A chord, I jumped.

It sounded like the Kinks.

I found a How to Play the Beach Boys guitar book for a dollar. It had pictures of Carl Wilson’s hands demonstrating the chords he played on Beach Boys’ hits. The pictures showed him playing partial chords high up on the neck—an E-flat on the eleventh fret, shaped like an F, a B-flat on the tenth fret shaped like a D, things like that. I thought, wow, you can play chords all over the neck. They were brighter than the cowboy chords I knew, and easier to change and move between. And on the Guyatone, through the Wollensak, they could chime and ring if I picked softly, or snarl if I hit them harder. If I strummed them fast, they almost sounded like a solo.

I started recording myself playing simple progressions of G, C, and D or A, D, and E. Then I would rewind and play it back and play along with the new chords I was learning from the Beach Boys book. I even tried to record a loop of the few seconds of Dennis Wilson drumming on the introduction to “Little Deuce Coupe,” on Beach Boys Party, so I had someone to play along with. But I could never time it right. I always recorded more screaming than drumming.

I pretended the screams were for me. I daydreamed about being in a band. I imagined I had a genius brother like Brian Wilson, who wrote beautiful songs, and a wild brother like Dennis Wilson, who played the drums and raised hell.

But it was always just me, alone with my guitar, with my ear pressed to a speaker, trying to figure out what I was doing wrong.

The last song on Beach Boys Concert was a two-minute version of “Johnny B. Goode” that was the fastest song I had ever heard. Even faster than Chuck Berry’s original, which is plenty fast. I would drop the needle on the record, put my hands on the neck of the guitar, and get ready.

The screams would rise up and Carl would burst through the speakers like he was hanging ten, carving the half pipe of that famous intro, daring Dennis to catch him. The band could keep up, but I couldn’t. I loved the sound of those big Chuck Berry riffs on a cranked Rickenbacker, but it was just too fast to play along with.

And then one afternoon, as I struggled to play along, I realized it was the same chords as “White Lightning”—just A, D, and E. But how could Carl play that intro, and those fills, so fast, never losing the beat? And then it occurred to me to make the A a different way. Instead of making it like the greaser showed me, on the second fret, I played it like the picture of Carl’s hand in the book, with the F shape on the fifth fret.

The fretboard opened up like a secret room behind a bookcase. There it all was—the intro, the guitar break, the solo. It was all right beneath my fingers. They were all part of the A chord, right there on the fifth fret. I stared down at my hands in shock. It had been there the whole time.

I turned the record off and played it again, sliding into the chord from the fret below it and digging into the top strings as hard and fast as I could. At the chord change, I slid up to make the D on the tenth fret, with the same chord shape, then dropped back to the fifth. I could throw those fast double stop fills in wherever I wanted—my hands were already in the right place.

In an instant, everything I had learned clicked together. I thought, that’s how he does it. The parts weren’t separate. The leads and fills were part of the chords, the way white caps are part of the waves.

I started the song over. Dennis counted it off, and I counted with him. I came in exactly right with Carl, jabbing the double stops without losing the beat, digging into the rhythm as fast as the band could play it.

All of a sudden, I was playing “Johnny B. Goode.”

I dug into the rhythm. The lyrics echoed in my head and I thought, that’s me. I am the little country boy who can play the guitar just like ringing a bell. They told me to go, and I went. I played it like my life depended on it.




CHAPTER 3

In the summer of 1967, I got a job at Milligan’s burger joint. I would mop the floors, clean the toilets, wash the windows, wipe down the tabletops, and haul the heavy bags of wet trash out to the dumpster in the back. I made sixty cents an hour.

The first few paychecks were cool, and I spent them on records and guitar books, copies of Downbeat magazine, and skimpy nickels of shaky, seedy weed. I studied and did my homework, but I didn’t know why I bothered. College cost money. Everything cost money. The only thing that didn’t cost money was the army.

My dad told me there was security in the military. He said, consider it seriously, Mike. And I did, very seriously, watching Walter Cronkite report the body counts on the news every night and the grainy footage of kids like me carrying the bloody bodies of mangled friends, hollowed-out faces dead-eyed under helmets in some jungle. The old women weeping and pleading in Vietnamese. The little kids frozen naked in black-and-white, burning with napalm. For what? For what?

The Tet Offensive happened the night before my eighteenth birthday, the day I had to register for the draft. You got assigned a number between one and 366. Low numbers went first. Under one hundred and you were going. My number was eighty-six.

One night at the burger joint, after we closed, I turned the Big APE up loud behind the counter and pushed the yellow bucket of gray water to the front. Just as I slopped the wet rag mop onto the brown tiled floor, a sharp crack of snare rang out and “Like a Rolling Stone” blared out of the speakers.

I had heard it before, of course. It was a big hit in 1965. But I hadn’t heard it in a while and it felt like “Johnny B. Goode” that time, but in a deeper way. And again, I thought, that’s me. On my own. A complete unknown. With no way out and nowhere to go.

I turned the chairs upside down on the tables. I pushed the mop across the floor as the song played. I thought, it feels bad. That’s how it feels.

I always loved the guitar playing on “Like a Rolling Stone,” the fast flash of hammer-ons that rang in and answered the chorus. So melodic and sparse and focused. I didn’t own Highway 61 Revisited, though, so I didn’t know who the guitarist was on that album. But I had become completely obsessed with an incredible young blues guitarist who played on a record I read about in Downbeat. His name was Mike too. It took me years to realize it was the same person.

The Downbeat article was about the Paul Butterfield Blues Band—young white kids from Chicago who fell in love with the blues, ventured out to the rough west- and south-side bars where the blues was played, and were then befriended and mentored by greats like Muddy Waters and Howlin’ Wolf. Mike Bloomfield was the lead guitarist.

I raced out and bought The Paul Butterfield Blues Band with my burger joint money. For a long time, that was the only record I listened to. I had been listening to a lot of blues rock. I liked all the English guitarists—Jeff Beck and Eric Clapton and Jimmy Page. I liked Fleetwood Mac with Peter Green and especially loved the Stones with Brian Jones. But the Butterfield Band was something different.

You could hear they learned to play blues directly from the source. Butterfield’s harmonica sounded massive and Bloomfield played with both fearlessness and deep respect for the music. He was beyond anyone else. Too beyond for some. When Dylan went electric at the 1965 Newport Folk Festival, it was Bloomfield’s screaming Telecaster they were booing.

I always thought that Bloomfield did with the guitar what Dylan did with songwriting—dove deep into the tributaries of American music and emerged with something dizzying and new and beautiful. His playing on Highway 61 Revisited is mesmerizing, bringing Hubert Sumlin’s licks on Howlin’ Wolf’s “Wang Dang Doodle” to the dizzying poetry of “Tombstone Blues.” On those sessions, he was the bandleader who helped translate Dylan’s brilliant ideas from sketches to songs.

After the Highway 61 Revisited sessions, Bloomfield told the great Al Kooper, who played organ on “Like a Rolling Stone,” “You’re going to be on the cover of Time magazine and I am going to be in Chicago, playing the blues with Butterfield.” Which is exactly what he did, until he started a band called the Electric Flag, which never lived up to his vision for it. He played brilliantly on one side of the album Super Session with Kooper, but he left in the middle of the night and never came back to the studio. He was struggling with an addiction to heroin. He died of an overdose, in his car, on a San Francisco side street in 1981. He loved the blues and he played them as he pleased.

The first Paul Butterfield Blues Band record was the missing piece of the puzzle I needed. It led me to the blues and also showed me how to really play them. Mike Bloomfield taught me how to bend the strings and how to stay out of the way of the singer.

The record player I had at home was so old it still had a sixteen rpm setting, to play twelve-inch records from the fifties. I slowed songs down to half the regular thirty-three rpm speed and learned every lick and riff Bloomfield played. That’s how I learned to play lead. His Telecaster was so bright and clear, I could hear the definition between the strings. And I could especially hear the difference when he bent them—pushing the strings up to hit a higher note, fast and slow, with howling and crying vibrato. I would slow down “Born in Chicago” and play it over and over again. Then I would record myself on the Wollensak playing along, to hear how I sounded.

One night, driving around with Michael Bell and our friend Randy, we were talking about music. When they picked me up that night, I played them this little flamenco-sounding song I had written and recorded on the Wollensak reel-to-reel. It was just a quick “Runaway” rip-off in A minor. All guitarists go there at some point. It was something I played to improve my rhythm. It sounded good though.

I had been recording more and more ideas, and they were getting better. Chord progressions to solo over had evolved into little études and eventually whole songs and compositions. I just did it for something to do when I got bored learning songs off records or the radio.

That night, Randy said to me, “You know, Mike, you should take this more seriously. You could be great.”

I almost skipped school that day.

But it was muggy and rainy, and I would have been stuck inside all day with nothing to do. My mom wasn’t working, so she would have been home too. So I figured I might as well just go.

After lunch I was in study hall. I had finished all my work and I was sitting there watching the second hand on the clock crawl, waiting for the bell to ring. Some kid came in and handed the teacher in the front a note.

The teacher looked up.

“Is there a Michael in here?”

I raised my hand.

“Report to the office. Miss Collier wants to see you.”

Everyone looked over. I had never been called to the office before. I gathered up my books. I stopped at the teacher’s desk before I left.

“Who is Miss Collier?”

“Guidance.”

The halls were empty as I walked to the front office. I told the woman at the desk Miss Collier wanted to see me, and she had me sit on a bench outside a closed door with a nameplate that read “Melba Collier, Counselor.”

After a few minutes, the door opened.

An older woman with a kind, open face leaned out and smiled.

“Michael? We finally meet. Come in. Come in.”

I sat in the chair in front of her desk. She opened a file and flipped through it.

“Why are you not keeping your appointment with me, Mr. Carter?”

“Ma’am?”

“This is the third time I’ve requested your presence.”

“Carter?”

“Aren’t you Michael Carter?”

“No, ma’am. I’m Michael Campbell.”

“They sent me the wrong Michael!”

She closed the file.

“Are you a senior, Michael?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Well then, I will just meet with you now while I have you here.”

“Am I in trouble?”

“No, no. I am meeting with all the seniors to discuss their plans for the future.”

“The future?”

“Yes, after graduation. What do you plan on doing after Ribault?”

“Get a job, I guess. I work at Milligan’s.”

“Do you enjoy that?”

“Not really.”

“I see.”

She closed the file on her desk.

“Campbell?” she asked. “With a P?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She left the room and came back after a few minutes with another file.

“Let’s take a look.”

She sat down and opened the file on her desk.

“Michael W. Campbell, yes?”

I nodded.

“Now I’ve got you.”

I didn’t say anything. She looked at me for a moment.

“Are you shy, Michael?”

My face got red.

“I guess.”

She smiled.

“I could tell.”

She flipped through a couple of pages of my transcripts. She looked surprised.

“Well, goodness.”

She flipped through a couple more pages, then flipped back to the first page.

“You have straight As.”

She flipped through some of the papers.

“You’ve always gotten As. This year. Last year. Every year. Look here. Math, English, Civics, Science. All As. Your grades are excellent.”

“Okay, thank you.”

“So what are your plans after graduation?”

I shifted in my seat.

“I don’t know.”

I picked at the callouses on my fingertips.

“My dad wants me to go into the army.”

“Is that something that interests you?”

“Not really. He’s in the air force.”

“At Cecil Field?”

“He’s in Okinawa. He got stationed there.”

“When did he get stationed there?”

“Four years ago.”

“Do you live with your mother?”

“Yes. They’re not together.”

“Oh. Where do you live?”

I looked down.

“Sherwood Forest.”

She closed the file.

“What does your mother do?”

I didn’t say anything.

She looked at me.

“She … Different things. She worked at the Sav-A-Lot warehouse for a while. And at a soda shop. But right now she’s not working. It’s hard to find jobs sometimes.”

My chest tightened. I didn’t want to talk about it.

“I think she needs me to help,” I said.

Miss Collier looked at me with kindness in her eyes.

“Sometimes the best way we can help people we care about is to help ourselves first. So we will be better able to help others.”

She looked down at the file.

“These grades. Michael, surely you have considered college. I mean, why would you have worked so hard?”

“I just wanted to do as good as I could. I didn’t want to let anybody down.”

“Don’t throw all that hard work away. You need to go to college.”

I shook my head. “We don’t have money for that.”

“Michael, there are resources. Your father is in the military. There are scholarships. There are loans.”

“I don’t know anything about that, ma’am.”

“Well, I do. Where is your father stationed?”

I told her Kadena Air Base and she made me spell it as she wrote it down.

“Michael? Look at me. I can help you. I will help.”

“You will?”

I looked down so she wouldn’t see my eyes filling. When she went to the filing cabinet, I wiped my sleeve across them fast.

Out of the filing cabinet she pulled some papers. She handed me an application to the University of Florida.

“Let’s get you to Gainesville.”

She sent me to the bench outside her office to fill out the application. She had picked up the phone before I had even closed her office door. When I got home, I didn’t tell my mom I had applied. I didn’t think I would get in. And even if I did, I didn’t think we would be able to pay a day’s worth of tuition. I didn’t know how much it was, but I knew it wasn’t nothing.

But Miss Collier had done something amazing. Not only had she called the admissions office at the University of Florida to let them know who I was and to expect my application—which she sent in herself, paying my application fee—but late that night, when it was first thing in the morning in Okinawa, she called Kadena and told them to begin the paperwork for an air force loan for my tuition as the son of an active service member.

I had never spoken to her before that moment in her office. And I spoke to her only one other time. The morning after I got the acceptance letter, I went to her office to show her.

I knocked on her open door and stuck my head into her office. She beamed at me.

“Miss Collier? I got in. I got accepted.”

“I know you did.”

I just stood there in her office for a few seconds. I didn’t know what to say.

“I don’t know how to thank you, Miss Collier.”

“You just go to Gainesville. Follow your dreams from there.”

My eyes burned and my throat got tight.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Promise?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Have an incredible life, Michael,” she said. “Do wonderful, amazing things with your gifts. See the world. Make your mark. Thank me that way.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I left by the side door and walked home alone, floating like I was in a dream. It was a beautiful day, not a cloud in the sky, and the Florida sun dried my tears of relief almost as fast as they rolled down my cheeks.

At the end of summer 1968, I stood under the bus sign at the Jacksonville Greyhound station and waited with my little suitcase and the Guyatone case at my feet. I watched the bus as it drove down Pearl Street and stopped in front of me. Above the tall front window, the destination read “GAINESVILLE.”

The driver got out and opened the luggage bay and loaded up the few bags and suitcases. He walked to the tall open door and shouted, “Now boarding for Gainesville. Watch your step.”

I sat with the Guyatone between my legs and looked out the window as we pulled out of Jacksonville. We drove down Highway 100, through miles of empty swampy flatlands, past liquor stores and Baptist churches and run-down houses with broken bicycles and rusty trampolines in the yards. Two hours later, I stepped off the bus and set foot for the very first time in Gainesville.

With my guitar in one hand and my almost empty suitcase in the other, I headed east down Twenty-Third Avenue, into the blinding sun. I had walked about a mile when an old Black man on a bicycle stopped beside me on the sidewalk.

“Where on earth do you think you’re headed, young man?”

“The University of Florida?”

“Not this way you ain’t. You’re going the wrong way.”

He turned and pointed the other way, and gave me directions.

“It might take a while,” he said. “But don’t worry, you’ll make it. Just keep heading west.”




CHAPTER 4

I don’t know what I thought a college would look like. Maybe I thought it would be like a bigger high school, or a military base, like in Okinawa. I definitely didn’t think it would look like it did. Because the University of Florida at Gainesville looked like a paradise.

Under the swaying fronds of tall Euterpe palms, around wide, winding pathways exploding with bougainvillea and honeysuckle, in sundrenched plazas with glistening crystal fountains, past ponds full of fat, lazy alligators, the prettiest girls I had ever seen walked laughing, or threw Frisbees to one another, or laid in the grass reading. Nobody was in a hurry. Nobody was worried. The air smelled like gardenia and weed. Dudes with acoustic guitars strummed C chords to semicircles of friends. Red convertible Mustangs full of lake-bound beauties roared past with water skis jutting from the back seat. I had gotten on a bus in Jacksonville and stepped off it in “Surf City.”

I was so happy to be there, but I didn’t know how to talk to other kids. I’d get so nervous, I wouldn’t know how to answer the simplest questions.

Somebody would say, hey, how’s it going? I’d be stumped. I would shrug. I would answer yes, or no, or I don’t know, until I thought of something else to say, but I never did. All the words I wanted to say, I thought of too late. I liked being around everyone, but I was so shy it was hard to talk to anyone. So mostly I kept to myself.

In the first week, while choosing classes, I had gone to the school of music to sign up. But I couldn’t read music. And I had not prepared two contrasting pieces from the Standard Segovia Classical Guitar Repertoire. And I had not taken a music aptitude test, a theory placement assessment, or an aural skills and sight reading exam. Because I was just a skinny self-taught dirtbag from North Jacksonville with a beat-up Japanese guitar. They told me they were sorry, but I would not be able to pursue music at the University of Florida.

And then I walked back to Hume Hall and met Hal.

I was standing outside my dorm room, carrying my guitar, when I heard someone say, hey man. I turned. The door across the hall was open. A suntanned kid with an open shirt and blond hair down to his shoulders sat at his desk. I looked in at him.

Both his knees jumped under the desk. A box of Frosted Flakes and bowl of sugar sat in front of him. He spooned a scoop of cereal into his mouth, and before he chewed it, he scooped in a spoonful of sugar too.

“Are you the kid that’s always playing guitar in there?”

“Yeah.”

“You want some Frosted Flakes?”

“I’m not hungry.”

“You look hungry.”

Hal Maull was a tall, blond, handsome motormouth surfer kid from Boca Raton. He was tan and ripped from swimming in the ocean, and all those hours waiting for waves had given him the time to formulate opinions on just about everything. Complex, detailed opinions that spiraled into hysterical, wordy tangles of half-remembered facts, strange connections and tall tales, about life, politics, drugs, girls, the war, civil rights, philosophy, music, religion, the South, whatever.

He was funny, encouraging, and easy to hang out with. And before I knew it, we were hanging out all the time. He would keep me laughing, walking around the campus, listening to him pontificate. And when there were girls around, standing next to him was like being invisible. I didn’t have to worry about being cool, or what to say, because he was cool enough for both of us.

Hal thought I needed some direction, and there were three things he kept returning to in long monologues of heartfelt advice. As it turned out, I did all three. But in reverse order.

The first thing Hal said I had to do was grow my hair out.

“The freakier you look, the more girls you’re gonna get. Really.”

The second was that I had to take acid.

“You got all this shit in your head. We all do. But you really do. All this shit from your mom and dad. It’s making you stiff. Really.”

The third was that we had to start a band.

“What else are you gonna do? All you do is play guitar. Hair, acid, band. That’s all you need. Really.”

Hal offered to play bass in the band he said I needed to start.

“But you don’t even play.”

“How hard could it be to play bass? I just built one.”

“One what?”

“A bass.”

It turned out, in addition to being an experienced sailor and surfer, he was also a master woodworker who had built and wired up his own electric bass.

“We don’t know any drummers.”

“Mike, we’re in Gainesville.”

An oasis of hippie counterculture shimmering in the middle of northern central Florida, Gainesville was a big small town that doubled in population during the school year with more than fifty thousand students. I think half of them must have been in bands.

Bands were everywhere in 1968—playing the row of frat houses on campus and the bars and clubs that circled it. If you couldn’t get a gig cranking out cover songs, the university would lend you a PA and set you up with a stage on campus, usually at the beautiful Plaza of the Americas. I would walk over with Hal to see a band and there would be literally thousands of kids there, hanging out, smoking weed, digging the music. Guitarists, bass players, and drummers were everywhere.

At the center of it all was Lipham Music in the Gainesville Shopping Center on North Main Street. T. V. Lipham had opened it in 1960, and it had grown into one of the best music stores in the South, run by T. V. and his son Buster. Buster was friendly, part of the scene, and he understood musicians. He would let you buy gear on consignment and pay whatever you could afford, so long as you paid every week.

The store was a guitar paradise. I had never seen anything like it.

Lipham carried all the Gibsons and all the Fenders, Gretsches, and Rickenbackers too. It had a wall of horns and wind instruments and a whole room of organs—Hammond B3s and Vox Continentals and Jaguars and Farfisas. It had strings and picks too—the only things I could ever afford and my excuse to be in there, gawking at guitars.

Gibson stopped making the Les Paul for several years in the sixties, replacing it with the SG until 1968, so you didn’t see them very often. But Lipham Music had dozens of Gibsons—Les Pauls, SGs, 335s. Firebirds and Explorers and Flying Vs. There was a wall of Fenders too, a kaleidoscope of Telecasters and Stratocasters, Jazzmasters and Jaguars, Mustangs and Coronados, Cyclones and Broncos, all in dazzling hot rod colors: Fiesta Red, Dakota Red, Candy Apple Red. Lake Placid Blue, Daphne Blue, Sonic Blue. Foam Green, Sherwood Green, Surf Green. Inca Silver, Shell Pink, Butterscotch, Olympic White. It was like looking through a kaleidoscope.

The Gibsons were considered the more serious instruments then. Jimi Hendrix had emerged, but the Strat hadn’t achieved dominance over rock and roll yet. It was still considered a surf music guitar, less expensive, easier to construct with a thinner, brighter tone. Lipham had a wall of early 1960s Strats for about two hundred dollars each. But I never took one down. I never plugged one in. I was intimidated by the cool kids who worked there, either selling instruments or giving lessons, and I was too nervous to play in front of them.

The only thing I ever took off the wall at Lipham’s was an index card. Two index cards actually.

The first was stuck with a tack in the middle of a cluttered cork board of musicians looking for gigs and bandmates. I could have grabbed a few different ones, but for some reason this card caught my eye.

Drummer looking for band. Beatles Stones Hendrix Cream.

There was a phone number, with a single name printed underneath it.

Randall.
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