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“Did we mean to over-
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yes,as four years of per-
sonal tragedy and life

underground suggest.

Cannes 1981

By Maurcen Orth . . . 24

“Le cinema est malade!”
hollered a wizened

CEII'I nes bf.‘ggﬂ.l’ {]l..l!l'i!‘lg

this vearss lestival. And,
between the million-
dollar busts of Michael
Cimino and Annie
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I ain't Robin Hood,
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Tom Petty:arock & roll hero keeps fi 1ght1ng on

By Steve Pond
)

LOSANGELES
» still haven’t gotten used to 1t,”
Tom Petty says, shaking his
head as he steps out into the
bright afternoon sunlight on
Sunset Boulevard. “You know
— putting another record out.”

This morning, radio stations
have received copies of Hard Prom-
1ses, the new Tom Petty and the
Heartbreakers album. Now, as
Perty and guitarist Mike Campbell
head off to view some promotional
videotapes, Petty is clearly uneasy.
I've just mentioned seeing an up-
coming Los Angeles Times review
of the album, and Petty’s immedi-
ate reacuon 1s an only half-joking
“Should I start quaking?” As soon
as he slides into the front seat of
Campbell’s tan BMW, Perty
makes a stab at the tape player,

popping out a cassette and flipping
on the radio. Be- [Cont. on 41|

T S
Hope of bheaven

From golden
boy to
grown-up

Hard Promises
Tom Petty and the
Heartbreakers
Backstreet

ok Rk

By Debra Rae Coben
e T

here’s a peculiar challenge
that faces rock & rollers
who aren’t at the music’s
cutting edge: the problem
of how to mature. The
genre’s intellectuals may challenge
themselves with philosophical lyr-
ics and ethnic rhythms, changing
the parameters of their music with
every LP, but those musicians wed-
ded to what Robert Christgau’s
called “the rock & roll verites”
face the prospectof eternal boogse-
down adolescence. [Cont. on 56]

PrHOTOGRAPH BY AARON RAPOPORT
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Tom Petty

[Cont. from 39] fore we get half a
block, he’s twirled his way to pay
dirt: a station playing the final bars
of the Perty-Stevie Nicks duet,
“Insider.” “Heyyyy,” he says with a
toothy, thin-lipped grin. "Here we
are.”

From the back sear, the whole
scene seems ludicrous. Maybe such
concerned dial-twisting made
sense back in 1977, when Petty's
airplay was scantand his sales slow.
Bur these days, he’s a certified FM
hit. Damn the Torpedoes reached
Number Two last year, spawned a
couple of hit singles and turned the
sinewy Florida gator into the most
authentic all-American rock hero
this side of Bruce Springsteen—a
grand, fervent, mainstream rocker
who fought avicious court battle to
wrest his future from the hands of
his record company and emerged
with a barch of anthems shot
through with the spirit of a cor-
nered gunfighter going down with
both barrels blazing.

For weeks, radio stations have
been fighting to graba few morsels
from the closely guarded new
album. So why is Petty searching
the dial so anxiously?

"It still makes me real nervous,”
he says. “The minute the album
leaves my hands, it's an ordeal. I
start thinking, ‘Oh God, what’s
gonna happen to 1t?” or ‘Hey, let
me listen to it again, I gotta make
sure it's okay.”

But with his rrack record of late,
isn't success a foregone conclu-
sion?

“Well, yeah, I can’t get that
worked up about it.” Petty speaks
more quietly, slowing his pace and
choosing his words deliberately,
the way he does whenever a subject
hits close to home. "Bur it's dif-
ferent for me now. It’s not just thar
I want them to play it... .Now it’s
inportant that they like it, too.”

adio, for one, loved 1it. Hard
Rf’rﬂmifﬂ didn't hit with the

startling force of Damn the
Torpedoes; it's a more seductive,
less assaultve album thar finds
Petty straying — sometimes too
tentatively and awkwardly — into
such uncharacteristic areas as nar-
rative songs and lighter musical
textures. 1 he record derives its im-
petus not from personal turmoil
but from a venruresome musical
eve, its keynote not the passion of
vindication but the eclectic musi-
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Heartbreakers (from left): Tench, Lynch, Campbell, Blair, Petty and bonorary band member Phil Jones

cal embellishments brought to the
established Byrds-cum-Stones
sound of Tom Petty and the Heart-
breakers.

That sound 1s just now fizzling
to a halt inside the airplane hang-
ar-size Universal Srudios sound-
stage the band is using for its tour
rehearsals. Ten minutes into this
particular practice session, the
Heartbreakers — Campbell, key-
boardist Benmont Tench, bassist
Ron Blair, drummer Stan Lynch
and percussionist/semi-Heart-
breaker Phil Jones — have already
blown two bass amps. "We gotta

stop buying our stuff at Sears,”
mutters Perty as “Kings Road”
limps through its premature
coda.

He steps down from the stage
and in his distinctnive rolling gait
heads roward an island of furniture
and food. One bony knee sticks
out of a hole in his faded straight-
legged jeans; an elbow protrudes
from a ripped sleeve in his un-
tucked red and white shirt. At sev-
eral inches under six feet, Petty’s
too short to earn the term gangly,
but that's the impression he gives.

While he’s waiting for the amps

to be repaired, Petty pulls a bottle
of Gatorade ("no puns intended”)
out of the dented refrigerator and
plops down on a rarty, aigarette-
burned thrift-shop couch. With a
grin, he waves a copy of Bill Hard's
latest tip sheet. Inside, it makes two
pointed references to Petty: one
calls him rock & roll’s Picasso, the
other, its Fernando Valenzuela.
Everyone agrees that the Picas-
so tag is a litde weighty. But Fer-
nando Valenzuela —thar’s pure flat-
tery to Petty, who's already called
this rehearsal "spring training,”

and to a roomful of baseball fans

scheming to play hooky the next
tme the Dodgers™ young pitching
phenomenon takes the mound.
But to fir Petty into Fernando's
uniform you'd have to make a few
alterations. You'd have to take the
docile, unflappable Mexican and
have him complaining about over-
priced bleacher seats, suing to re-
negotiate his contract, and in-
funiadng everyone from Tommy
Lasorda to Bowie Kuhn. You'd
have to take away Fernando's
string of effortless shutouts, be-
cause Petty’s record more closely
resembles a series of come-from-

PHOTOGRAPH BY AARON RaPOPORT
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behind victories. You'd have to
make Fernando a scrappy, street-
wise fighter— more like Don Sut-
ton, the feisty Dodger pitcher who
bitched himself into a trade, all the
while remaining the club ace. But
not Fernando—Fernando makes it
look easy, and berween lawsuits
and tonsillectomies, Tom Petry has
never made it look easy. To wic:

e [n 1976, the Heartbreakers'
first tour found them opening a
slate of English shows for Nils
Lofgren. When Lofgren—then re-
cording a live album—and his road-
ies wouldn’t allow Stan Lynch to
set up his drum riser, the band
acted like "arrogant asshole bas-
rards” (in Petry’s words) and can-
celed. Peace was restored, sort of:
"Every show, we'd ger a betrer reac-
tion,” Mike Campbell says, “and
every show, they'd give us less room
by moving the drums closer to the
edge of the stage”

» When “Breakdown” became
an AOR favorite some nine ner-
vous months after Tom Petty and the
Heartbreakers was released, Petty
met with ABC Records to renego-
tiate his contract. During the
meening, he pulled a switchblade
out of his boot and started cleaning
his fingernails. ABC renegotiated.

« When Perty’s English record
label released “American Girl” as a
single, they adorned the sleeve with
a photo of “a real Lolita-looking
chick with heart-shaped sun-
glasses” Petry made them wath-
draw the cover.

* In a move that stalled his ca-
reer just as the momentum from
the gold You're Gonna Get It
seemed certain to make his third
album a huge hit, Petty sued MCA
Records when that company
claimed rights to his ABC contract
upon ABC’s demise. During the
suit, Perty filed for bankruptcy.
Afrer nine months of grueling
court appearances, he signed with
Backstreer, an MCA affiliace.

* When the producers of the
No Nukes shows were putting to-
gether cheir film of the event, Perty
refused to let them use his perfor-
mance. “We hadn’t played in a
while,” he says, “and we were play-
ing with borrowed gear after one
day’s rehearsal. There were like
102 people on the bill that night,
we were on right before Bruce
[Springsteen | and it was his birth-
day. When he told me thar, I just
went, Aw, fuck — your birthday?’
The crowd was nice, but the moni-
tors went apeshi. When I saw the
film, all I saw was myself going,
‘How long before I getof f?’ A few
people seem to think I was a cunt

for pulling out, but it just wasnt
anything I'd want to see on the late
show for the rest of my life.”

* During the first week of what
should have been his eriumphant
Damn the Torpedoes tour, Petty
ruined his voice onstage. After a
painful month of touch-and-go
shows and postponements, he en-
tered a Los Angeles hospital for a
tonsillectomy; unable to speak
afrer the operation, he lay in bed
wondering if he'd sing again. Three
and a half weeks later, he was back
playing London.

* When Pertry read that MCA
might release Hard Pronuses at a
$9.98 list price instead of the stan-
dard 88.98, he threatened o with-
hold the album and urged fans to
write letters. The LP was released
at the lower price. Its cover shows
Petty in a record store, standing in
front of a crate of albums selling
for...$8.98. "It was just too irresist-
ible,” he says, laughing, “nottodoa
little . . . retouching.”

* During the scheduling of his
current tour, Petty agreed to ler
Chicago rock station WLUP buy
all 14.000 seats for his show there
and distribute them for free.
WLUP’s arch rival, WMET, then
refused to play Hard Promuses.
“This is so fucking silly I can’t get
beyond it,” said an incredulous
Petty. "I'm getting paid and 14,000
kids are gerung in free? Fuck,
yeah, I'll do that. For anybody.”

Hell, maybe this guy’s not che
Fernando Valenzuela of rock —
maybe he’s the Lone Ranger,
armed with a pile of silver guicar
picks. Or, as England’s New Musi-
cal Express called him, “the last
great rock & roll romantic.”

“Yeah, I guess I am a romantic,
in a sense,” Petty says. “Just to do
this, to believe you can get away
with 1r, you have to be pretty ro-
mantic.

“But fighting the record in-
dusery — thar ain’t romantic, man.
That's sunvival. All I've tried to do
is get my ass out of a huge sling so
we can continue to play. Some-
times we get carried away and
shoor off our mouths. Buc I'll cell
you, I seem toattrace problems. It’s
getting like dodging boulders. And
it may look romantic, buc I really
ain’t Robin Hood, man.”

Surely, though, this i1s more than
Tom Pertry’s bad-luck streak. Says
Stan Lynch: “The cat’s just pissed.
I see it every nme I play wich Fim.
He's real passionate. Even in re-
hearsal, he’ll come stompin’ in. He
means it.” Maybe i’s not bad luck
ar all but anger and overdeveloped

morals.

W

“God, I hope it ain’t overdevel-
oped morals,” Petty says, laughing.
“I don’t know. It ain’t that big a
deal. We've just had three or four
fights that were big ones.” He
breaks out laughing: a nicer ver-
sion of Snidely Whiplash’s wheezy
chuckle. "I hope we’re not remem-
bered as the band thar fought che
record company.”

But Petty does appear distinctly
heroic to many fans. And he looks
like one of them: one fan, prompt-
ed by RoLLING STONE's reporting
of Petty’s price war with MCA,
concluded in a letter to the editor:
“After all, Tom Petty 1s on our
side.”

Which makes him, presumably,
a softrouch for letters like this one:
“...I'm dying. I only have four
weeks to live. Can I please have two
tickets to the Forum? [signed]
Your friend for life (not long).” Or
easy prey for the mostly female
fans who show up art his San Fer-
nando Valley home to camp out on
the front lawn. (He hired a guard
to keep them off the property, par-
ually inspiring the song “Night-
watchman.”)

To Perry, that's the worst. His
private life has always been just
that—private, guarded and, insofar
as 15 possible, unpublicized. The
home he shares with his wife, Jane,
and their five-year-old daughter,
Adriana, is of f-limits to intruders
—official or otherwise. "It’s not my
idea of a good time for us to be-
come a showbiz couple,” he says of
himself and Jane, who shares
Perty’s light-blond hair and
slender build. “We'll go to a club
if there’s something really good,
but we don’t make it out in public
much.

“My home and my family, chac’s
all I've got to myself anymore. So
when I get home with Jane, it’s like,
‘Could you lock all the doors,
please?’ It's all 've got.”

uhhhhh . . . uh, what was the
unesﬁnn again?” Tom Perty
cups his face in his palms and
shakes his head. He's sitting ac a
wooden school desk, watching his
image on a television screen in the
corner of a small room at the Sun-
set Strip offices of Lookout Man-
agement (headquarters for his
managers, lTony Dimitriades and
Elliot Roberes). Cringing, Petty
looks between his fingers at a
weary, slightly glazed-looking Tom
Petry, who's groggily answering a
reporter’s questions.
The interview is part of a home
movie that Ron Blair has been
making for the past couple of

years, far from finished, in its
rough cue it’s a freewheeling pas-
tiche of grainy Super 8 stage foor-
age, backstage pratfalls, in-jokes
and segments from Saturday Night
Live and Fridays.

There's only one part of the
hour-plus film that makes Perty

uneasy: the interview. Party rto

here 1s

hope, but it

might all go out

the window

tOmMOrrow.

blame was the codeine he was tak-
ing for his throat, buc it’s also be-
cause, as many people have com-
mented, he chinks he's a lousy
interview. He's not; he’s outspoken
and articulace, if inclined at umes
to excricate himself with self-de-
precating answers: Le., ~ Lheyre
just records; sometimes you make
the best one, sometimes you
don’t” or “We're nothing more
than six Southern guys who have
been together for seven yearsanda
band for five.”

But Petty keeps on giving inter-
views — fewer than before — not
because he wants to be a public
figure but because he has to be a
rock & roller. It's a lifestyle he
converted to early in life. He was
drawn by the coolness of a guitar
slung across the saddle of singing
cowboys like Gene Autry and the
spaceship design of an electric gui-
tar owned by the older guy across
the street—a guitar he used to gaze
at and admire but could never
touch. And when Elvis Presley
brought his looks, his limos and his
girls to a movie location in Florida,
the eleven-year-old Petty was
hooked. Never mind that he didn’
acrually play a guitar until after the
Beatles hic. His path was so clear
he never had to consciously choose
music over any other options.
“That decision was made,” he says
quietly.

“Just the other day,” he says, I
was telling Jane about the first rime
I asked my mom, God bless her, for
a guirar from the Sears catalog.”
The conversarion apparently went
something like this:

“Ma, if you'll just puc $38.50
down, I can make payments.”

“You don’t have any money —
how are you going to make pay-
ments?”

“T'll mow yards or whatever.
Anyway, were gonna start a band
and make money, and I’ll pay you
thar way.”

“How are you gonna start a
band when you don’t know how to
play?”

“I do know how to play!”

“Whar songs do you know?”

“Well, I don’t know any songs,
but we're gonna write our own. The
Beatles write their own songs. We
can write ours.”

“It was as innocent as that,”
Perty says, laughing. “We'd say
‘Gimme this guitar’ and write a
surf-type song.”

The high-school band gave way
to the Epics, a prototypical South-
ern bar band: a handful of twenty-
and thirty-year-olds, one or two
teenagers and an equipment van.
Five hundred-mile drives to some
dive for a weekend gig. Four sets of
Sam and Dave and Animals songs,
and the James Brown revue for the
last set. All the groupies, drugs and
alcohol you could get your hands
on. And then back home in the van
so that the teenagers could make
algebra class Monday morning,
Once in a while, you might get
beaten up for having long hair.

It didn’t take much of that life
before Petty was ready to say “fuck
school” when a week-long book-
ing in a topless bar came along. But
a few years of being on the road
and sharing an aparement with the
Epics convinced Perty that drugs,
liquor and sex were overshadowing
the music. He went back to high
school, finishing in two lackadaisi-
cal years and keeping himself ex-
empt from the draft in the process.
Then he left Gainesville, because it
“wasn’t happening.” A bus ticker, a
bass and 150 got him as far as a
seedy motel in Tampa.

Back in Gainesville, he almost
immediately wound up in Mud-
crutch, a local band thar also in-
cluded Campbell and Tench. Su-
perstardom in Gainesville gor
tring afrer a few years: "It was
ridiculous. We said, "Well, grear,
but what the fuck are we gonnado?
Are we gonna sit here the rest of
our lives?” That's why I started
writing songs: to write my way out
of Gainesville somehow, so I
wouldn’t be stuck there forever.”

If you wanted to make it in
music, there were only two places
to escape to: New York or Los
Angeles. The former was too cold;

%
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L.A., on the other hand, was home
to Gainesville nanves like Don
Felder, who found a niche in a
California band called the Eagles.
Mudcrutch made a demo tape and
drove to the West Coast. "After a
week in town,” says Petty, “I got
myself into enough shit to last five

him. But there’s only one way

to top a Number Two album,
and it didn’t take a lot of schooling
to figure that out when it came
time to record the followup to
Damn the Tﬁrpecfaﬁ.

“I have to laugh when people
ask me about the pressure I had
making chis album,” says Petty,
pulling on a cigarette. "I had to
make Torpedoes after spending
eight hours a day in court, where I
was fighung to keep from losing
everything. What pressure could I
feel after that? The biggest thing
hanging over our heads was just to
deliver. You can never part the Red
Sea like they want you to, so you do
what you can.”

Petty went into the studio
armed with fifteen songs, and his
objecrives were simple: to “make
some new noises’ and to record an
album that worked as a whole —
something Petty feels he didn’t
achieve in his first three ocutings.
The new noises were relanvely
easy: he brought in veteran Stax
bassist Donald “Duck” Dunn to
play on the moody, R&B-style
“Woman in Love” and recorded
Mike Campbell’s Beach Boys-like
ballad, “You Can Suall Change
Your Mind.”

For months, the schedule was
monotonous: record, break while
Petry wrote more songs, record,
break.... The band would tell Petty
to write one song, and he'd return
with five. The record had too many
rockers; Petty would go home and
write ballads. When there gor to be
too many ballads, he started ditch-
ing them like crazy. “I was trying ro
get the right balance — saying, ‘I
want something in this vein, but I
want it to say this,” so I'd pull the
Iyrics from one song and put them
in another. A real body shop there
for a while.”

Petty saw the light at the end of
the tunnel when he recorded “The
Wainng.” That same watershed
week also produced “Letring You
Go,” “Woman in Love” and "In-
sider.” The latter song, which may
have been the final rune recorded
(nobedy quite remembers, though
it’s all down on wideotape some-
where), was the result of an elev-

The shit, Petty hopes, is behind

enth-hour writing session to give
Stevie Nicks a song for her salo
album. Petty wrote it "very T,
extremely fast, shocked-even- =
fast,” and only reluctantly playea
for producer Jimmy lovine. Wher
he did, the volatile producer start-
ed jumping up and down and
shouting, “We're through! That's
the best fucking song you ever
wrote!” When it came nme for
Nicks to record it, she sang har-
mony instead of lead, gave it back
to Petry for his own album and
took a rocker called "Stop Drag-
ging My Heart Around.”

“Insider” also solved the prob-
lem of a title for the album. None
of the ones suggested early on
seemed night: Benmont’s Revenge
and Benmont Goes Hawaiian just
didn’t make it (though Tench
maintains that “one of those would
have been greatr”). Then Pertry
latched onto the “Insider”
chorus:

I'm an isider

I've been burned by the fire

And P've had to live with some hard

promises

Ive crawled through the briars......

“I kept wainng for a utle to
jump outat me, says Petty. “It was
the last minute when that tune
came in, and I thought it applied to
what was going on. The tunes,
they’re all just hard promises.” The
words come more slowly. “I thought
the word was funny...that a prom-
ise could be hard. Thatit might be
a difficult promise. Like it was
granite,” he says, knocking on the
desk top. “You know, etched in
store....A promise you have to deal
with.”

“Damn the torpedoes” begins a
phrase that’s completed, of course,
with the words “...and full speed
ahead.” But Hard Promises is more
of a half-speed album; irs driver is
in low gear, picking his way cau-
tiously through a busy intersection,
where the lines in the road are a
little indistinct. It's abour people
waiting, perhaps, unul they're
called upon to live up to their
promises.

“Yeah,” says Petty tentatively.
“It’s about issues that aren’t really
resolved. I think I was trying to
move on from the batde to deal
with what goes on after the bartle.
When you're in a place to continue
— there 1s hope, but it might all go
out the window tomorrow. It's
dealing with that, I guess, but
there’s a lot of posinve stuff in
there, and it ends saying, ‘It’s
gonna be all righc””

Butin moving from the bartle to
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its safer aftermarh, Perty has
stoked the fires of Heartbreakers
critics, who've often been ready to
wrire him off as a ||g|jtwe13hl.‘. ret-
rograde rocker. "... This album is
simply anful,” wrote Billy Altman
in the Village Vorce. A more com-
mon opinion 1s thar 1t sounds all
right bur lacks passion.

“There’s gotta be some shit
going on to create the tension you
need,” says Mike Campbell. “On
Torpedoes, there was a lot of ten-
sion. On Hard Promises there was
some, bur 1t wasn't like, Are we
gonna be in court for the rest of our
lives and will we never be able to
get another credit card?’ This
time, it was more hke ying ro

ighting the

record industry

aint romantic.

ot ST

outdo ourselves musically.”

The lefrover songs clearly pin-
point the difference. Torpedoes was
barely a half-hour long, and its
ourtakes consisted of two B sides,
an aborted version of “Surrender”
and—preduct of a desperate night
in the studio—five cover versions.
This time, the lefrovers have names
like “Gator on the Lawn” and
“Heartbreakers’ Beach Parry.”
The last is a particular favorite of
Petry’s. "It sounds exactly like a
song in one of those Troy Donahue
movies,” he says, leaning back to
recite some lyrics.

(Gonna have a cookout
Gonna wear muumuus
We'll have potato salad
And lots of weentes too

I'm gonna do the clam

I'm gonna do the snam
Wear mosquito repellent
And play on the jungle gym

“I’s a real hoot,” he laughs.
"But I just couldn’t see taking off
‘Insider.” ™

week later, Perty walks into
the rehearsal hall again. Bur
this ume he's moving slowly,
carefully. Hed installed a tram-
poline in his home (“I'm too lazy to
jog”) and aggravated a knee injury
while working out. As a resule, the
impending tour will start two

weeks late. Maybe it was an omen,
but the day before Petty’s accident,
Fernando Valenzuela lost his firse
game. So now it's more waiting,
and no chance to practice the
strutting, running and James
Brown bopping that Petty does
onstage.

Last year, recovering from his
days in court, Petty wrote these
lines: "Even the losers get lucky
sometimes/Even the losers keep a
litele bir of pride.” Now it may be
ume for the flip side of those
words: can the winners stay lucky?
If some pulled tendons and a two-
week delay is all that happens,
Petty’s luck s holding.

But the fans are waiting, and
he’s always aware of that Giving
me a gingerly tour of the stage,
Petty recalls some previous let-
downs: the night in Denver last
tour when, tired of playing the
same set night after night, they
threw in seven brand-new, unre-
corded songs. The fans were polire,
but you knew they came to hear
“Refugee.” Or the comment he
made to RoLLING STONE last year,
about how his songs were just
“cheap shir, disposable crap.” That
one drew enough letters ro paper
the house, mostly from kids whod
just spent two weeks getting their
next-door neighbor to really listen
to “Century Ciry.”

“I fele terrible,” he moans. I
felt like I'd insulted everybody by
saying that. Ididn’t meanit’s cheap
shit — what we've done means an
awful lot o me. But I can’t ap-
proach it thar seriously. I can'e sic
down and say, "Here's a classic
I've got to say it's disposable. You
move on to the next thing; you
can’t dwell on what you've done.
Bur if the old ones live forever,
great.”

Petty sits down on the drum
riser to take some weight off his
feer and looks our across the large
black stage to the ramps leading
toward the now-empty floor. “I
used to have these soul-searching
nights where I'd lie awake and
think, “When it’s all over, all you're
gonna leave behind is the records.
Thar's all the fuck you're doing.’
You can talk about money or fame
or whatever gets you off, but all
thac’s left is the records. You've
been given that chance, and if you
don’tdo whar you want, then you're
a real fool, no marter how they sell
or what people say.”

Tom Pertty can only think of one
epitaph for himself, he says. Just
one phrase to tell people who he
was: HE REALLY LIKED ROCK &

ROIL. [

Part magician
part superhero
part dreamer

all fround wizard of rock & roll

(e
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I’ll be the last” “Low and Lonely”
is a swinging showpiece for
Skaggs’ top-notch group, fearur-
ing Ray Flacke on electric guirar,
Bruce Bouton on steel guitar and
Bobby Hicks on fiddle.

Only the title rune is a lirtle dull,
a mite too melodically reminiscent
of Johnny Lee’s "Lookin’ for
Love.” In Merle Travis’ “So
Round, So Firm, So Fully Packed,”
sexism rears its ugly head. The
song rather crudely promotes the
idea of women as property (“If you
don’t think she's a lor of fun/Just
ask the man that owns one”),
though I'd like to believe that the
hidden punch in the lines “She
always wears a .45/Gun, thar is”
suggests that the singer’s pistol-
packin’ mama can rake care of
herself. Well, good ol’ boys will be
good ol’ boys, I suppose, mixing
piety and impropriety until they're
blue in the grass.

What's really important 1s that
Skaggs, on his major-label deburt
(he cut an earlier LP for Sugar
Hill) joins the ranks of those art-
ists who continue to renew con-
temporary country music by going
back to its roots. Willie Nelson,
Rodney Crowell and Emmylou
Harris ought to feel right at home

with Ricky Skaggs. ]

The Lord Will
Make a Way
Al Green
Myrrh

*

By Dave Marsh

=" oo 8
One might, after listening incen-

stvely to the grand and ancient

gospel groups (pre-psycho-
babble Staples Singers, the Soul
Stirrers with and without Sam
Cooke, Dorothy Love Coates, the
Golden Gare Quarter), I tried a
favorite contemporary gospel
track, “I Feel It” by the Mediration
Singers. For years, that number

had struck me as pure blinded-by-

the-light Motown: arching har-
monies and wailing lead vocals,
driven by a piano based on the Four
Tops' “I'll Turn to Stone.” Bur this
particular night, it just seemed (to
quote a friend with whom I was
listening) “decadent,” a pack of
jumped-up jive.

Same goes for The Lord Will
Make a Way. Al Green hasn’t both-
ered to change his approach much.
Except fot the lyrics, this is almost
exactly the same music thar
brought him to the top of the secu-
lar charts in the early Seventies:
pulsatdng rhythms, homs soaring
above the melodies, singing that
veers between joyous heartbreak
and sheer nervous breakdown. The
only “surprise” here is “Highway
to Heaven,” which Green likes so
well he closes both sides with it.

“Highway to Heaven” is an
abomination, featuring a twanging
banjo and a children’s chorus so
banal it’s hard to tell whether the
song is meant to approximate a
United Nations anthem or a
Chevroler commercial. Yet the
composition’s very egregiousness
makes it more interesung than the
rest of the record. If there’s noth-
ing about Jesus that can move
Green beyond the mannerisms and
intensities that so beautifully de-
scribed his passion for physical
love, what's the point?

Granted, The Lord Will Make a
Way is less ponderous than Aretha
Franklin’s more traditional Amaz-
g Grace. But Franklin grew pon-
derous because she was taking on
the greatest mystery in the world,
and attempting to solve it or suc-
cumb to it with no weapon stronger
than her voice. Al Green found
more mystery in his search for a
soul mare than he seems to find in
the search for his soul. And while
you can still listen to him hir those
high notes all night long, attempt-
ing to probe further is like piercing
the center of a void. 3

W
"Hard Promises’

[Cont. from 39| The

umes, the
tours, the business don’t support
that sort of stance: what looks like
heart or heroism in Chuck Berry

(or Roy Brown) seems strained
in Southside Johnny Lyon.

The alternative—and it's a dan-
gerous one—is growing up on vinyl
in a kind of contnuing recorded
Bildungsroman. It’s dangerous be-
cause itimplies thatthe artistis big
enough to transcend the pop ideal
of the frozen moment, that what
counts 1s the singer not the song,
that the audience is content to
grow old right alongside. And it’s
not an easy thing to do. Bruce
Springsteen may have made the
transition into adult wisdom on
The River, yet his stage persona is
straight from Bom to Run, and so
are the runes the crowd cheers
most. The Who has been older
than their audiences for so long
that Pete Townshend’s sardonic
reminders have become a ritual-
ized ingredient of the celebranon—
and the band stll plays "My Gen-
eration.”

Tom Petty’s just old enough and
successful enough to have to start
grappling with rock &¢ roll adule-
hood. *“You don’t have to live like a
refugee,” but how do you live in-
stead? Hard Promises isn't an an-
swer. It’s more like a series of
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teaching exercises in elementary
ethics, each as decepnvely simple
and ellipdcal as a Biblical parable.
The luminous certainties that
shaped Damn the Torpedoes (and
have studded Perty’s work like
gems since “Anything that’s rock
& roll is right”) have given way to
blind approaches, maxims for im-
provement and the hollowness that
sers in when all the certaindes
come up no. _

One of Hard Promuses’ recur-
renc themes, which jibes with the
album’s musical dilemma, is a re-
luctance to let go of the past. The
problem 1s that the perfect sound
Petty and coproducer Jimmy lo-
vine found for the group on Damn
the Torpedoes — clear, soaring and
exultant—isn’t always appropriate
to Hard Pronuses. Yer,understand-
ably. they've been reluctant to
abandon the formula thar worked
so well on the earlier LP. Often, the
new record derives its tension from
the way Perry’s vocals — hard-bit-
ten and itonic in "The Criminal
Kind.” suffused with regrer in "A
Woman in Love (It's Not Me)”
and “Insider” — struggle against
their contexts. It's as if the Heart-
breakers have to be restrained so as
not to show more confidence cthan
Tom Perry's willing to admit. In
“Letting You Go,” the jaunty ar-
rangement, with keyboards and
percussion mixed uncomfortably
high, plays the part of the easy
surety the singer’s being forced to
scuttle: "I always knew, one day
you'd come around/Now I wonder
if dreams are just dreams” And
Mike Campbell’s leaping guitar
solo in "A Thing abour You” has
the same air of last-chance desper-
ation as Petry’s everything-is-
ephemeral-but-I-love-you lyric.

In other numbers, the band
achieves a deliberation of pace thar
doesn’t sound as much like a
somber mooddevised for the occa-
sion as 1t does a tethered version of
the old exuberance. This pace cuts
Campbell’s guitar arias to asides
while throwing pressure on drum-
mer Stan Lynch, who knows how
to canter but falters in a trot. The
plodding, cymbal-tinged rempo of
“Insider,” Tom Perty’s duet with
Stevie Nicks, drags the song down
like quicksand. It'd fare better with
no drums ac all.

Bur, like much of Hard Prom-
1ses, “Insider” is rescued and trans-
figured by Petty’s newly soulful
singing. And if, objectively, his
whispery croon (at first apparently
intended as a scratch vocal) sup-

ports Nicks' intermittent gasp like
a friendly shoulder —well, thar says

a lot abour the kind of vulnerability
and interdependence thar “In-
sider” is, after all, concerned with.
Whether it’s flaunted like a badge
in “Nightwatchman” or caught
stealing through the Raymond
Chandler-type rerseness of "Some-
thing Big,” a gray mist of loneli-
ness blows throughour Hard Prom-
1ses, and Tom Perty’s voice always
captures a hint of it even when the
rest 1s nearly lost in the mix. Some-
times, it’s in the bitrersweer edge of
his old, swaggering half-sneer. In
“The Waiting” (the twelve-string-
and-build-to-the-bridge single
that brings back the best of Damn
the Torpedoes ), it’s in the eager way
he jumps at even the prospect of
salvaton, as if to say, "Get me ourof
here.” In “You Can Sall Change
Your Mind.” Petty holds out hope
to another as though wishing to be
redeemed by it himself.

This taste of loneliness is
clearest in the album’s master-
piece, “A Woman in Love (It’s Not
Me).” Petty’s aching, murmured
vocal — leaping for and missing a
falserto in a move thar sums up
dashed hopes and heartbreak —is
the finest thing he’s ever done. The
tune’s stirring dynamics underline
the concrast between the high-fly-
ing tllusions of the past and hard-
boiled present-day reality. A
Byrds-style guitar break works like
a nostalgic glimpse backward,
while the chorus harmenies sweep
the singer off into romantic
dreams until he thuds back to earth
with the words: "She’s a woman in
love, but it’s not me.”

Hard Promises’ most personal
song may be "King's Road,” with
its ironic doubts about having to
play catch-up professionally in all
the wrong ways for all the wrong,
fashion-conscious reasons, but "A
Woman in Love (It’s Not Me)” 1s
the one that hits hardest. It ex-
emplifies the change in Petry’s
stance from the cocky pinnacle of
self-sufficiency he reached on
Damn the Torpedoes to the doubts
and dilemmas of the current LP. In
the last verse, Tom Petty screws his
voice into anguished knots as he
confronts the toughest possible
truth: charall his charms and quali-
ries won't add up to the person the
woman wants, that he'll always be
almost, but not quite, loved. Irisn’t
that he’s discovered he's less able
than in the past — just that other
people don't always fall into line.
Thar’s not a bad first step on the
road from golden boy to grown-up.
I’s worth all of Hard Pronuses’
flaws and sighs to learn a lesson so
concise. [}

ton, MA (7/24,25).




