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At 59, rocker Tom Petty still finds
happiness in making music

‘Go After What You
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lion albums. In 2002, they were inducted into the
Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. Over the years, Petty
has played with the greats: George Harrison, Roy
Orbison, Bob Dylan, Johnny Cash, Stevie Nicks.
For the past ﬁve years, he has also had a weekly
show, Buried Treasure, on the SIRIUS XM satellite
radio network. “I play what I want to play and say
what I want to say. It’s a labor of love. The feedback
I get is so rewarding. I get such nice mail: people
remembering things or discovering things. A teenage
girl wrote me saying she’d
never heard of Chuck Berry. I couldn’t believe it. It’s
so rewarding to be passing
that music on to people.”
A blessed life, indeed.
Petty and his wife, Dana
York, to whom he’s been
married since 2001, have a
main residence, also in Malibu, and a third place, a
“clubhouse,” where his band can rehearse and where
he keeps his collection of some 140 guitars.

In front of Petty is a small bottle of Coke. His
right hand twiddles with a thin brown stick.
“Got my electric cigarette here,” he says. “It gives
you a shot of nicotine and steam.” The vapors substitute for smoke. “I’m using these to edge off of
the smoking,” he says. “It’s just part of getting older
and realizing you have to straighten up.”
Petty has reason to be thinking about his health.
In October, he turns 60, and that’s all right by
him. As he likes to say, “If
you’re not getting older,
you’re dead.”
He is not ready to slow
down. “I’m really enjoying playing,” Petty says.
“I think we’ll always play.
The great thing about the
Heartbreakers is that we
seem to actually be getting better. And we’ll always give it everything we’ve got.”
Mojo is a looser, bluesier album than any of the
others. “I always liked the blues, but I fell purely in

‘Music is in my
blood. I never
had a choice
about what I was
going to do.’
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life,” Tom Petty says. “I think any
time you’re making a living at what
you love to do, you’re blessed. That’s
what I try to instill in my kids. Go
after what you really love and ﬁnd a
way to make that work for you, and
then you’ll be a happy person.”
On this sunny spring afternoon at his Malibu
beach house, sitting yards away from the Paciﬁc
Ocean, Petty appears to be pretty happy. What he
loves to do—and has been doing for more than
40 years—is make music. He and his band, the
Heartbreakers, are getting ready for a major tour
through 45 cities, coast to coast.
Petty and company will play songs from their ﬁrst
new album in eight years, Mojo, on which they dive
into the blues and add a splash of reggae, along with
the melodic rock that has taken them to the top of
the charts time and time again. Since 1976, he and
his band have been known for hits such as “Breakdown,” “Don’t Do Me Like That,” and “Free Fallin’ ”
and for accumulating sales of more than 50 mil-

Petty during the
2008 Super Bowl
halftime show
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by Ben Fong-Torres

love with it about 10 years ago. I started to think,
‘I should be doing that; that’s where my heart is.’ ”
One theme of Petty’s life and career is embodied in
his 1989 hit “I Won’t Back Down.” Soon after signing his ﬁrst recording contract in the
mid-’70s, Petty confronted his record
company over his publishing deal, saying he’d been coerced into signing away
most of his songwriting royalties. He
got his rights back. In 1981, the record
label decided to raise album prices by a
dollar. Petty would have none of it—
and forced the company to retreat. “I
honestly thought, as naive as it sounds,
‘Look, I don’t need the extra dollar,’ ”
he says. “ ‘I’m doing ﬁne.’ But it makes a big deal to
the people buying the music.”
His outspokenness, he says, is rooted in “a rough
childhood. I developed a problem with authority.
Any time that authority was what I interpreted as
being unjust, I stood up to it, and that became my
personality.”

T

more determined. And I think music to me, subconsciously, was a safe place.”
He and his father, who died in 1999, never reconciled. “He was a curious person,” Petty says. “As

Since 1976,
Petty and his
band have sold
more than 50
million albums.

OM AND HIS YOUNGER
brother, Bruce, are the sons of
Earl Petty, an insurance sales- From top: Petty with Bob Dylan in San Francisco in
man, and his wife, Katherine. 1986; with the Heartbreakers in 1977.
The family lived in Gainesville, much as he hated rock ’n’ roll and the haircuts and
Fla., where his father liked to the lifestyle, he kind of got off when we were onﬁsh and hunt and would take his sons along. Tom stage and it was going well. I remember seeing him
was not interested in his dad’s hobbies or in sports. in the back of bars here and there watching, and
He was drawn to the arts, and especially to rock then saying to me later, ‘That was really good.’ One
’n’ roll. “I was just a super music fan,” he says. “The of the best days of my life was when he bought
ﬁrst time I tried to write was when I was 14, after me a Gibson bass and a Fender ampliﬁer. I was
I got an electric guitar. I put a song together, and knocked out. I was 14.”
Others were more consistently supportive. His
it wasn’t that bad! The writing came natural to me.
I thought everybody could do it.” This, he says, mother, Katherine, he says, “was a complete angel.
She was cool. She’d give me
drove his father to anger.
Rolling Stones albums. My
“He was very abusive,” both
mom was always there, always
verbally and physically, Petty
great. I lost her kind of early.
says. “I had a couple of bad exShe had cancer, and she also
periences. There was one big
had epilepsy, which was brought
fight where he came in and
on by a car accident. We had to
smashed up a lot of records.
watch her fade out slowly. It was
But it didn’t stop me. Music
very painful.”
was in my blood. I couldn’t quit.
Katherine died in 1980.
I never had any choice about
Petty and his wife, Dana, in L.A.
Petty’s grandmother, who had
what I was going do.”
When he let his hair grow long as a teenager, helped raise him and his brother, remained close. “She
his father “called me everything in the book,” Petty thought I was the greatest thing going. ‘You can do
recalls. “But it just made me stronger in some ways, anything you want to do. Just do it,’ she would say.”
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Inspired by bands like the Byrds, the Kinks,
and the Rolling Stones, and blessed with a gift
for songwriting and a voice that’s both worldweary and vulnerable, Petty didn’t take long to
attain success.
But the rock ’n’ roll lifestyle would
exact its toll. In the mid-’80s, Petty
had a “huge wake-up call” about his
drug use, and in 1996 he separated
from his ﬁrst wife, Jane, after 22 years
of marriage. (They have two daughters, Adria, now a ﬁlm producer, and
Kim, an artist. He also has a stepson, Dylan, 17, from Dana’s earlier
marriage.) Petty moved into what he
has called a “rundown shack” in the woods of the
Paciﬁc Palisades. It served as his “bachelor pad,” he
says, while he coped with the end of his marriage.
“I think there are points in everyone’s life where
they’re tested, and that
was certainly one of
WIN CONCERT TICKETS!
mine,” he says. “I had
For a chance to see
deep depression. I just
Tom Petty and the
Heartbreakers live, enter
had to ﬁnd my way out
at Parade.com/petty
of it. I had some good
friends, and I had the
music, and if I didn’t get myself together, I wasn’t
going to be able to make it. I knew I had to make
more music. I wasn’t ready to give up.”

P

E T T Y, W H O P L AY ED
small clubs for years in the ’70s,
is amused by the impatience
of today’s aspiring singers on
American Idol. “They want to
start at the top now,” he says,
smiling. “I just saw music as something I was compelled to do, something that made me feel good,
and I wanted to do it.”
Would he ever do a Tom Petty Rock Band video
game? “If we want this music to be accepted by
coming generations, it might almost be a necessity,” he admits. “But I wouldn’t want to do a commercial. A lot of younger groups want to be on
commercials, but I don’t.”
Petty insists he will keep writing songs and touring until it’s no longer fun or he’s no longer creating
good music. “Then I would stop instantly,” he says.
“Maybe it’s part of my makeup, but I just take things
as they come and go where the wind blows me musically. I just make records. That’s what I do.”
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