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This one’s for Mum and Dad, for always telling me to be just what I wanted to be






For those too weak to tell the truth into darkness you’ll be cast

—JOHN MELLENCAMP, “WHAT KIND OF MAN AM I”








Prologue


John is very much in that company of American troubadours—the one guy with a guitar writing great songs. Absolutely, he is one of the greats and in the fine tradition of Willie Nelson, Dylan, Neil Young, Robbie Robertson, and Bruce Springsteen.

—Larry Jenkins, veteran music manager

My favorite thing to call him is colorful. When we were kids, and even as adults now, he’d do something just totally ridiculous and you’d have your hands over your eyes, like, “I can’t believe this is happening.” And he’d say, “What?! I’m colorful.” It’s probably the only word I could use to describe him.

—Justice Mellencamp, Mellencamp’s youngest daughter



Three years ago, Larry McDonald had himself a crazy notion. A spry, soft-spoken sixty-nine-year-old, by nature, Larry was a steadfast, dependable sort of guy, not so much of a dreamer. Not someone who typically had flights of fancy. About the only cockamamie-sounding thing he’d done till then was open up a music store in his small, midwestern American hometown of Seymour, Indiana, population all of 17,503. He was already in his fifties by then, and likely, not one of his friends or neighbors would’ve bet a hill of beans on him making a go of it. Well, here This Old Guitar Music Store still was at 106 West 2nd Street. And now its proprietor was fixed upon having a thirty-five-foot-high mural painted over one side of the two-story, red-brick building. Furthermore, it was to be a giant portrait of Larry’s old high school buddy and one-time bandmate.

Back in the midsixties and as all over America, Seymour witnessed a genuine pop-culture eruption. The town was suddenly rife with callow, virgin beat groups. Most all of them striving to look and sound just like a bunch of mop-topped Brits, The Beatles. Rocksteady Larry was drummer for a bunch of them, since they broke up just as fast as they were formed. They played backyard barbecues and the occasional junior high dance. Often as not, stationed center-stage in front of Larry would be a cockier, surlier kid. He had dark, blazing eyes and a mouth on him. Sang and played guitar, spitting out the words, hacking away at his instrument, as if he were in a fight with himself and the whole rest of the world. No one had called him it just yet, at least not officially, but no doubt, sixteen-year-old John Mellencamp was a little bastard.

Upon leaving high school, Larry married his sweetheart, packed away his drum kit, and settled down to raise and provide for a family in Seymour. That much he’d managed about as well as a man could by the time he decided to put his money into the music store. The building This Old Guitar Music Store occupies was once Baldwin’s Drug Store, where a generation of local kids, Larry and John among them, went to hang out, drink cherry colas, and slip out back for a sly cigarette. The store is next door to a Mexican takeout and the STEPS Dance Center. A block up the road, West Street is bisected by Seymour’s main drag, Chestnut Street. Down the adjacent East Street, the store looks out to a parking lot and, across Indianapolis Avenue, to the town’s railway tracks.

Before he was even out of school, John got hitched to his girlfriend, who was three years older than him and pregnant already. As a matter of fact, the two of them eloped across the state line to Louisville. Not that he intended on being tied down to Seymour, no sir. Out of all the kids he played with in all those long-ago bands, Larry said, it was John, and John alone, who had something intangible, something else that made him stand apart. Whatever the odds, and coming from Seymour, the veritable back of beyond, they surely were long and great, he’d got himself wings to fly high and far. Though didn’t he just fly higher and further than anyone could’ve ever foreseen, most likely including John himself.



From his first day of business, Larry put up photographs around the store of the two of them in their high school band days. People would troop in just to ask if he really did know John Mellencamp, and might he be able to have John donate something to a good cause. The two of them kept in touch, too, and John was always obliging. Once a month or so, Larry would send him a guitar to sign to be auctioned off for a local charity. It got Larry to thinking it was past time Seymour itself paid tribute to its now-famous son.

He approached John with his idea. John signed off on it directly. Next Larry took it to another one-time high school classmate, Jana Plump, now an administrative assistant at City Hall. Plump passed it on to Seymour’s mayor, Craig Luedeman, who presented it to the Seymour Redevelopment Commission, which agreed to fund Larry’s proposal to the tune of $25,106. This was October 2018. Progress was delayed for a year when Larry’s building was damaged by fire. The following October, Seymour City Council commissioned an Indianapolis-based artist, Pamela Bliss, to paint McDonald his mural. “I kind of grew up with John Mellencamp’s music,” Bliss told a local TV station, WLKY. “So, it’s quite an honor.”

Bliss, working with a masonry crew of four and assisted by volunteer helpers, including the first-grade class taught at Redding Elementary School by John’s younger sister, Janet Mellencamp Kiel, took six weeks to complete the project. The finished work pictures two Johns, set on either end of the wall. In one, a half-length image of him as a young man, he’s painted with his back to the viewer. He is sporting a denim jacket with the words “Seymour, Indiana” emblazoned across the back. The other is full-length, an image of him as an older man, not so awkward looking, somewhat more dignified. In this, he’s attired in a sober black jacket and clasps an acoustic guitar. Still with those dark, hooded eyes that seem to convey degrees of hurt, pride, mystery, menace, and a deep inner strength.

John attended the official unveiling of the mural on a gray December day, posed for yet more photographs along with Mayor Luedeman. He signed his initials, “JJM,” on the wall in black paint, returned in triumph to the town in which he was born and made.

This was the same John Mellencamp who fought and scrapped his way out of Seymour and got written off by one rock critic after another as a no-hoper. He proved them all wrong by force of will and with a near-pathological drive to better himself, until he stood on the shoulders of giants. Though to Larry McDonald, he wasn’t so much different from the balled-up punk he’d once played behind. “Slowed down a little because of our age,” said Larry. “But a good friend, a good buddy still.”



One has to visit with John in Indiana to better appreciate both the scale of his accomplishment and the depth of his roots. First, to the one-store-and-a-church township of Belmont, forty-five minutes’ drive northwest of Seymour. Surrounded by the verdant expanse of the Yellowwood State Forest and the Brown County State Park, here is where Mellencamp has made the great bulk of his music the past thirty-five years.

Comprised of two green-painted clapboard buildings, doglegged around a pebbled courtyard, Belmont Mall has operated as John’s recording studio and rehearsal space since 1985. From the outside, it’s just as rustic-looking and weather-beaten as the other handful of structures that huddle along State Road 46. A basketball hoop hangs from one wall. Below it, off to one side, is a small, makeshift sign informing visitors one particular parking space is “Reserved for Elvis Presley.”

Inside, the walls are lined with gold and platinum discs, framed citations, and commendations. One marks John’s induction into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 2008. Another is his 2012 John Steinbeck Award. There’s a handwritten note of appreciation from Barack and Michelle Obama, and black-and-white portraits of Bob Dylan and Johnny Cash. A black-and-white portrait of James Dean, the doomed rebel born two hours north of here in Marion, Indiana, hangs in the toilet. The studio and rehearsal rooms are neat, clean, and painted white. Master tapes of all the songs and records put down at Belmont fill another room. They are labeled in black ink: “Pink Houses,” “Small Town,” and “Paper In Fire”; Uh-Huh, Scarecrow, The Lonesome Jubilee, and more.

John keeps a loft apartment in Manhattan and a holiday house on Daufuskie Island, South Carolina, but his main home is five miles out of Belmont, heading east along the 46 toward Bloomington. It’s an imposing, ranch-style house of heavy stone, dark wood, and glass, set at the end of a dirt track that winds and bumps through sixty-three acres of forest. Set right out on the shore of Lake Monroe’s vast body of water. Most days, the only sounds to be heard from the outside pool deck are the splashes of paddle boats, or the squawking of hawks, circling above in a cloudless, blue sky.

A couple of miles back up the dirt track, navigated by John at teeth-rattling speed in a small, green John Deere Jeep, there is his art studio. He’s painted all his life, seriously since the mid-1980s. Made of corrugated steel, sparkling under the midmorning sun, it rises from a woodland glade like a barn out of science fiction. The interior is made up of more dark wood: the floor, high beams, and pieces of antique furniture.

Floor to ceiling windows frame a green and gold vista of walnut, sycamore, and witch hazel trees. Hefty art tomes and faded photographs of four generations of Mellencamps occupy a glass-fronted cabinet. Tucked away in a corner are an acoustic guitar and a vintage amplifier. All around are Mellencamp’s canvases, propped against walls or standing on easels, next to work surfaces crammed with paints and brushes. His portraits are rendered in heavy, brooding colors. Dark reds, browns, and blacks, the faces pictured seeming proud, defiant, enraged, or haunted. Powerful pieces, they are best described by New York Times art critic David L. Shirey as “searchers for souls… stark, shattering face-to-face with who we really are.”

Sitting at a long wooden table, John lights up the first of a chain of cigarettes. One, two puffs and he’s shaken by a hacking, graveyard cough. He’s short, but solid; bullish; arms thick as slabs of meat. His black-going-gray hair is swept up into a pompadour. Those black, black eyes peer back at you, wreathed in smoke, unwavering. He takes his time to consider the question of his near-seventy years on Earth, and a professional career enduring a half-century and counting. Of what it has meant to him and adds up to. When he at last answers, it’s quietly, ruminatively, and in a burned husk of a voice. “Listen, man, I have to tell you, I’ve been so fortunate,” he says.

“I’ve met everybody in the world I ever admired. I’ve worked with Bob Dylan and Stephen King. I’ve worked with Larry McMurtry. I speak to Joanne Woodward on the phone, every day. When her old man Newman died, I just started talking to her; she and I’ve become tremendous friends.

“A lot of my kids are like, ‘Dad, get out of Indiana.’ They tell me, ‘We don’t want to come to Indiana. You should fucking move.’ Sometimes I question myself about it, too. But no, I’m not going to move. See, I’m very lucky. I live here, but I’m never here. I’m always here, there, and everywhere, but I come back to here. I could probably have been more successful if I’d left here, but I didn’t really get into it for the money. I never really thought about being successful. Well, I thought about it, but it wasn’t the main issue. If it was, I wouldn’t have had a couple of the managers I’ve had.

“I like being the underdog. I’m like Sisyphus. I like rolling the rock up the hill. Regrets? Yeah—tons of ’em. So many things I wish I hadn’t done and said to people. I’m not proud of being as difficult as I’ve been. Some people didn’t deserve it. Some people had it coming. Some people I’ll never forgive. There’s no excuse for deliberately being cruel to somebody, or deliberately stealing from somebody and knowing you’re doing it. But I wouldn’t trade what I’ve done for anybody. Because I’ve been right to the top and there ain’t nothing up there worth having. I found it all to be fucking stupid. And I’m having more fun now than I ever did back then.”






Part One THE KID INSIDE 1951–1981



The fight is won or lost far away from witnesses—behind the lines, in the gym, and out there on the road, long before I dance under those lights.

—Muhammad Ali








CHAPTER ONE Small Town



Well, I got heart disease from my dad’s side and diabetes from my mom’s side. I got my temper from both sides.

—John Mellencamp

John was always a troublemaker. He got us into trouble a lot.

—Joe Mellencamp, John’s half brother



It was an 1800 Land Act from the government in Washington that created Indiana Territory, and from the middle of that century, the new state began to be widely populated. Pioneers ranged up south to north, from Kentucky and the Appalachians, across the Ohio River. From the north, they trekked downcountry from New England, Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia. From the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, they arrived from southern and eastern Europe, but mostly from Germany. Around this time, Johan Herman Friedrich Mollenkamp left his hometown of Anger, a suburb of Hanover, and pitched up in the rural south of Indiana, meaning to farm the land.

Germans soon made up more than half the foreign-born population of Indiana. Statewide, they quickly established German-language newspapers, German schools, and German social clubs. Yet Johan Mollenkamp married outside of this tight community, taking for his bride a Native American girl, Anna. Johan couldn’t speak English, Anna knew not a word of German, but somehow they managed. Together they built up a farmstead outside of Seymour which passed to their eldest son, born to them in 1855 and also named Johan. With his wife, Carrie, the next Johan Mollenkamp had ten children and to each they gave a more Americanized surname: Mellencamp. Among their brood was a son born November 4, 1903, and named Harry Perry, “Speck” to all who got to know him; this was John Mellencamp’s grandfather.

The southern Indiana land was tough to work, back- and soul-breaking. Speck’s father didn’t see sixty, dead of a gallbladder attack in 1924. Young Speck wed nineteen-year-old Laura Nancy Nobliott the same year, and they set up home in Seymour. He worked as a carpenter; he had left school in second grade to help keep money coming into the family. The newlyweds also got a hard, unforgiving start to their lives together. Six children were born to them: four boys, James, Jerry, Joe, and Richard; and two girls, Mary and Shirley. By the time the youngest boy, Richard, came into the world in the summer of 1931, the Great Depression had hit rural American families like a wrecking ball. When Richard was ten, a drunk driver ran over and killed his fifteen-year-old eldest brother, James.

After World War II, Speck, who’d barely had the time to learn to read or write, but was as enterprising as he was unyielding, set up his own construction company. He prospered in the building boom that followed through into the next decade, although the terrible, suffocating weight of all the loss and hurt inflicted upon him and his kin left him bitter, resentful. Ever after, Speck Mellencamp seethed and raged. He had a hair-trigger temper, volcanic and fearful to behold.

This much Speck passed on to his two youngest boys. Both Joe and Richard grew up rough and wild, one just as fearsomely competitive as the other. Joe, big, broad, and muscle-bound, excelled at boxing and football, and he was star running back at Seymour High and then Indiana University. Richard, known by “Dutch” within the family circle, was slighter, the junior by two years, but made up the difference with relentless determination. Together, they were hell to pay. On a hot, sticky afternoon in 1950, like so many others before, they set themselves to brawling. Earlier that day, Richard had got jumped by four local toughs and had taken a pounding. Joe didn’t need persuading to join him for a revenge beating.

Two cops arrived on the scene as they were in the act of administering their brand of justice. The brothers ran off down the street, cops in pursuit, Richard headlong into a local beauty, Marilyn Lowe, knocking her off her feet. Six months after dumping her on the sidewalk, Richard married Marilyn. She hailed from Austin, twenty miles south of Seymour, where her father, Joe, ran a restaurant. According to local gossip, the place served as a front for his bootlegging, gambling, and other nefarious activities. Marilyn was three years older than Richard. She was a runner-up in the 1946 Miss Indiana pageant, a divorcée, and mother to a three-year-old boy, Joe, who lived with her parents. Marilyn soon fell pregnant again and, on October 7, 1951, bore a second son. Richard and Marilyn named the boy John, after his paternal great-grandfather, and in the knowledge he’d likely not live long.

He was born with a growth the size of a fist on the back of his head. The child’s fetal vertebrae hadn’t fused, doctors told his stricken parents, causing a buildup of fluid on his spine. They called the condition spina bifida, and at the time, it was usually terminal. John’s parents were, though, given a chink of hope. A young neurosurgeon based at Indiana University Medical Center, Dr. Robert Heimburger, was just then pioneering a surgical treatment for infants afflicted with spina bifida. At six weeks old, little John Mellencamp was one of three children operated on by Heimburger and a fellow physician, Dr. John Russell. One child died on the operating table. Another, a baby girl, survived to be a young teenager, but was confined to a wheelchair. Baby John’s procedure alone was wholly successful.

Grandma Laura, who doted on him from his first breath, never failed afterward to tell him he was the luckiest boy alive, “and don’t you forget it.” Laura was a devout, God-fearing woman and it surely seemed to her as if the very devil himself had been chased off, and a curse lifted from the family, at least for a while.

“My grandmother really was the biggest influence on me, and my grandfather, too,” John says.

“They were from a whole different generation than my parents. They were Depression people, World War One people. Every day of my life my grandmother told me how lucky I was. You get told that enough and you believe it. I just never thought I wasn’t. What that did to me was it gave me great confidence in anything I tried to do.”



The Mellencamps’ peace was short-lived. The previous summer, US forces had begun shipping out to Asia to go fight the Korean War. With the conflict escalating, Joe Mellencamp enlisted in the army, where he served as a corporal. Richard was drafted into the air force for two years. Upon his discharge, he enrolled at college in Indianapolis to study electrical engineering for four more years. A second son, Ted, came along and Richard moved his growing family into a new house at 714 West 5th Street, in Seymour. In time, two more children were born to Richard and Marilyn, daughters Janet and Laura.

Their home was small and cozy: two bedrooms, a living and dining room, a little kitchen, and a porch out back. Marilyn kept hog-fat grease to make gravy right from the stove. In whatever spare time she had to herself, Marilyn painted in oils, still life canvases of flowers and landscapes. She fancied herself something of an intellectual, an activist. She had a photograph taken of herself on a picket line, protesting workers’ rights at a canning factory in Austin back in 1945. Richard, like his father before, was quick to temper. A stickler for discipline, he was strict, unwavering, and ever ready to wield his belt. After graduating college, he took a job with a local company, Robbins Electric. Diligent, conscientious, and a hard worker, he soon rose up the ranks, first to becoming a supervisor, and then to an estimator, a white-collar desk job.

Young John grew up cute as a button, Marilyn always said. He was made mascot of the Seymour High football team at four. Yet with it, he was precocious, mischief-making, willful, and a scrapper as much as any Mellencamp. At six, he was tall for his age and so when he started out at Emerson Elementary, he took to beating up on the other kids. Outside of school, he enlisted little Ted, already a firecracker himself, to help out with his schemes. The two of them snuck off together, the alley behind the house one of their favored destinations and from where they’d launch stones up at the neighbors’ windows.

“I’ve a lot of good memories of childhood,” John says. “I had a good childhood. All of these guys had come back from World War Two and everybody went and had babies. The house here had five kids. The house there had five kids. The house over yonder had five kids. And I lived in a big neighborhood. There were a million fucking kids for me to play with, and I never ran out of trouble to get into with them.

“The school I went to was a half block away,” John continues. “In summertime, all of us kids congregated on the playground. I didn’t have to go, ‘I’m going to the playground.’ I just went. My parents always knew where I was at. ‘John’s at the fucking playground.’ Back then, it wasn’t like now, where folks have to keep their eyes on their kids all the time. When I was growing up, parents didn’t give a fuck. It was like, ‘Get the fuck out. Shut the fuck up.’ You’ve got five kids, I mean, Jesus Christ—it was out of sight and out of mind. In America, a whole generation grew up like that.”

Not so much happened in Seymour and hadn’t since the 1860s. The evening of October 6, 1866, three men, John Reno, Sim Reno, and Frank Sparks, members of the Reno Gang, a motley gathering of local troublemakers and tearaways, boarded the Ohio and Mississippi Express at tracks east of the town. From there they committed the world’s first recorded robbery of a moving train, making off with $16,000 from the safe. Altogether, the gang robbed four trains across the Midwest. Frank, Sim, and another brother, Bill, were captured and lynched, in New Albany, Indiana, in December 1868. Three more members of the gang were apprehended boarding a fifth train three miles outside of Seymour on July 9, 1869. Each was hung from a tree near railway sidings at a spot known ever since as Hangman Crossing. Frank, Sim, and Bill Reno’s remains lie still in the old town cemetery.

The Reno Gang’s exploits were a huge deal in a place like Seymour. The town nestles in a landscape of flat farmland and scattered woodland. The course of the East Fork of the White River arcs over the northern limits of town. By the 1950s, the population was still much less than ten thousand. Folks left car keys in their vehicles overnight and went to church on Sundays. Downtown Chestnut Street was lined with hardware and paint stores, a barber shop, the Tastee-Freez ice-cream parlor, and the resplendent Majestic cinema. For their part, the young Mellencamp brothers’ troubles were altogether commonplace. On one occasion, their stone-throwing excursions took them further afield, to take aim at a big old barn out on the edge of town. A police car brought the pair of them home. The arresting officer issued them a rebuke and assigned their father to pass sentence.

At such times, John’s sanctuary would be Grandpa Speck’s and Grandma Laura’s farmhouse, which was right around the corner on Enos Road. He was Grandma Laura’s pet, her favorite always. She soothed and spoiled him, called him Buddy. In his fifties now, Grandpa Speck still was just as rough as a cob. He chain-smoked Camels, tore off the filters, and rasped out homespun wisdoms through an ever-present cloud of cigarette smoke. Thanksgiving dinners were spent over at the farmhouse. Uncle Joe, who lived next door to them with Aunt Rose, his long-suffering wife, went off and shot a duck or goose for Grandma Laura to cook in ladles of grease. After dinner, men and boys played football out back in the yard, Richard and Joe on opposing sides, each straining sinew to put one over the other.

Mom Marilyn’s folks, together with young Joe, moved out to Scottsburg, a hop south of Austin. There, Grandma Bessie and Joe Lowe, the old rogue, opened up a flower and bait shop. When the Mellencamps visited in the summer, Joe took the three boys off at night to hunt for bait, arming them with a flashlight and bucket. He paid them a nickel for every nightcrawler they pulled from the ground. Grandpa Joe also cooked up candy for the boys, made to his own recipe, the best in all the state, or so he told them.

Sunday mornings in Seymour meant church, no questions asked. Both Grandma Laura and Aunt Rose were reverent followers of the Church of the Nazarene, a severe strain of Protestantism which forbade alcohol, tobacco, and gambling, as well as jewelry, cosmetics, and short sleeves. Since the first three of these strictures excluded Grandpa Speck, Uncle Joe, and their father, the men stayed home. Marilyn would lead the boys off in their Sunday best, hair combed and slicked. Should a word of protest be raised, and all too often it was John’s, only then would Richard intervene. His preferred method of persuasion was a fast, sharp clout.

Their cousins also were manhandled along to church, Mary’s and Shirley’s boys, the Clarks and the Cowleses; Bobby, whose father, John’s uncle, was also the minister; and Tracy. A form of compensation was the music they got to hear at worship, since Nazarene souls were stirred by a host of Appalachian gospel and folk songs, the sound of them rousing and exultant.

Back at 714 West 5th Street, young John was introduced to other strains of American folk music through the medium of his parents’ bongo parties. These were happy, rowdy affairs. The adults would be massed around the small living room, records by Woody Guthrie or Odetta blaring from the gramophone, everyone singing along and someone or other beating out a rhythm on Richard’s set of bongo drums. The boys were supposed to be asleep in their beds, but John was apt to creep downstairs. Unable to help himself, he’d set off singing and dancing around the front room, the center of all attention. “My parents liked music,” he says. “I grew up listening to Odetta and Woody Guthrie, jazz and country music. My dad’s only twenty years older than me. In the adult world, we’re practically the same fucking age.”

Directly, he was drawn to, responded to, something primal in this music; its rawness, its earthiness; Odetta’s angels-summoning voice, Woody’s righteousness, the whole of it making his head hum, and his heart hammer. Of all his parents’ records, the one he paid closest attention to was Julie London’s Julie Is Her Name. Not on account of the music it contained, sweet-voiced though this was, but for the photograph of the fragrant London that adorned the LP cover. He fixated on London’s cascading red hair, her eyes of ocean blue. On her scarlet pout and, glory be, the vision of her pert, half-bared breasts, which summoned up feelings he couldn’t possibly yet comprehend.



The summer of John’s seventh year, nine-year-old Joe arrived from Scottsburg to live with them in Seymour. Richard made arrangements to legally adopt the boy. An extra body to accommodate, Richard also set about adapting the house. The basement was cleared and divided in two, one part made into an art studio for Marilyn, the other a den for the three boys with bunk beds and a TV set. Six years separating them, Joe, John, and Ted were made by Richard to compete against each other. The better to mold and steel them into being men, was their father’s firm belief.

Down in the basement, the old man set them to wrestle and box, do pull-ups and handstands. Out back, they played ball and touch football, and they had foot races, all of it to determine who was strongest, quickest, and best. The eldest, Joe was also tallest, the one with the most stamina, but still: “Goddamn it, keep up with your brother,” Richard would exhort John. Winning was all, their father preached, second best didn’t count. It was Joe, always Joe—top of his class at school and talented at sports, music, and drama—who John was measured up to. Joe was going to be an engineer, a senator even some day, his parents told him, before adding: “Now, quit bothering your brother so he can study, and why don’t you go draw a picture or something.”

Both boys shared a blossoming interest in music. Joe had an acoustic guitar he’d pick at; John mimicked Elvis. Their first year living together, they’d team up to sing Everly Brothers hits for the rest of the family. John was willing, but Joe had the better singing voice, least so most everyone said. Such was the crucible through which his childhood passed and so whatever demons drove and haunted the older Mellencamp men, whatever fires flared inside each of them, these same things raved and were ignited inside of John, too.

“I grew up around a bunch of men who were angry,” he says.

“My grandpa was that way. My uncle was, too. My dad was a tyrant,” John continues. “You fucked with these guys, you had to pay. It was that simple. They’d just grunt at you and smack you. That’s all there was to it. There was no, ‘Let’s try to figure this out and have a rational conversation.’ It was just, bang! My uncle Joe, if I said something he didn’t like, boom! This guy’s six-three, he weighs two hundred thirty-five pounds, what am I gonna do? That’s all he knew. You just had to take this shit. I was so high-strung, all over the place. So much even I didn’t know what the fuck I was talking about.

“Yet Grandpa Speck gave me the greatest advice. ‘John,’ he told me, ‘if you’re gonna hit a cocksucker—kill him.’ It was his way of saying: There’s no point in trying to do something in life if you’re not going to commit yourself. Don’t sit around and talk about what you’re going to do. Don’t be one of those guys. Decide what it is you’re going to do and don’t quit.”

John went up to Seymour Junior High in the second year of John F. Kennedy’s presidency, the summer of 1962. He’d about stopped growing by then, was on the short side for his age. He’d developed a mild stutter and was struggling with dyslexia, but it wasn’t diagnosed. And he had a king-sized chip on his shoulder. He drifted in class, distracted and restless, but excelled at competitive sports, the fastest on the running track and a standout on the football field.

“I first met John at eighth grade football,” says Tim Elsner, a close friend almost ever since. “He went to the public school and I was at the Catholic school. Since our school didn’t have the money for a football team, and since my parents paid their taxes like anyone else, our guys could go over and play on their team. John was on the Seymour team. He was pretty good, and he knew it. Even then, he was pretty full of himself.”






CHAPTER TWO Play Guitar



You wouldn’t know it now, but I was kind of a tough kid. I wasn’t looking for a fight. But I wasn’t afraid to fight.

—John Mellencamp

Even in junior high, the guy liked standing in front of a band and singing. John was an entertainer. He had himself some big dreams about doing something with his life.

—Larry McDonald



No two ways about it, young John Mellencamp had got himself bit by the music bug. Progressing through Seymour Junior High, he was on a voyage of discovery, the world about him changing and being shifted and shaken. On February 9, 1964, seventy-three million or so Americans congregated around their TV sets to watch The Beatles perform for the first time on The Ed Sullivan Show, awed or else outraged, dependent upon whichever side of the generation gap they fell. Within just the next year, and as the Vietnam War cooked and broiled, The Rolling Stones and The Kinks hit Number One with, respectively, “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction” and “You Really Got Me.” The Who unleashed “My Generation,” and Bob Dylan went electric at the Newport Folk Festival and again on his Highway 61 Revisited album.

This made an impact on teenagers in Seymour just as hard and fast as it did everywhere else all across Middle America. Thirteen-year-old John heard it all, and dug it just fine. Yet his first true, blood-pumping passion was for a music surging up out of America’s Motor City, about 350 miles to the northeast of Seymour. Music forged on Motown Records in Detroit, Michigan, was set free over the AM airwaves by radio stations broadcasting out of that city, Chicago, and Louisville, Kentucky. Downstairs in the basement room at West 5th Street, ear pressed to his transistor radio, John surrendered himself to it, a torrent of heart-racing, toe-tapping, hip-shaking music. Soul music, conjured by artists with celestial voices and mystical-sounding names: The Miracles, The Temptations, The Supremes, Marvin Gaye, Martha and the Vandellas, and Little Stevie Wonder.

The first record he bought with his pocket money from the local Sears Roebuck store was more of a novelty, Chubby Checker’s 1962 Number One, “Peppermint Twist.” The sight of a starchier, home-grown group, the name of Hubie Ashcraft and the Tikis, all pressed slacks and acne, playing at a school dance, propelled him toward the guitar. Specifically, the moment Hubie and his Tikis broke out their version of a propulsive Duane Eddy instrumental, “Peter Gunn,” which even in unaccomplished hands couldn’t fail to sound ominous and illicit, since it was stalked by such a predatory lead guitar line. As it was, one thing Joe Mellencamp just wasn’t able to excel at was guitar. Joe donated his instrument, a Harmony acoustic with nylon strings, to his more enthusiastic sibling. John, in turn, took time enough to learn the basic three or four chords required for him to play “Peter Gunn,” and about every other song he was now hearing.

He got drawn to other kids at school struck, wide-eyed, by the same revelations and urges as him. Larry McDonald was one, Gary Myers another, both of them budding drummers, and more besides. They met up in groups at each other’s houses, squeezed into bedrooms and basements. They’d play along to records, the needle going down and up, up and down, until they’d committed a song to memory. Next, they formed bands together, the lineups revolving and interchanging. One was called The Five Ms, Mellencamp singing and on guitar, McDonald drumming, and making up their number, three others whose surnames started with “M.” They practiced weekends, a repertoire of six, seven, or eight songs—enough to bag a booking at a house party or a school dance. Or one time, even a whole forty-minute slot at the local American Legion.

There were changes at home, too. His father got promoted at work twice, the second time to the post of executive vice-president at Robbins Electric, front of office. Richard Mellencamp was making proper, good money now, enough to buy himself a couple of brand-new Cadillacs for starters. Enough in time to move the family out of the small house on West 5th Street and into a sprawling place six miles north of Seymour at Rockford. A rambling farmhouse, set in acres of woodland, it had belonged for years to a well-to-do local dynasty, the Rapps, but fell into a state of disrepair. Richard enlisted the extended family to help with the extensive renovations. He himself did all the electrical wiring. Grandpa Speck and Uncle Joe did the woodwork, plumbing, and concrete. The three of them together put up a horse barn. Joe, John, and Ted were detailed to haul lumber, sand walls, and pour concrete.

“All of us boys were made to work,” says Joe Mellencamp. “We spent nights, days, and weekends on the house, fixing it up. There was always something needed doing and the Mellencamps did stuff themselves.”



In the summer of 1965, John began his freshman year at Seymour High. He stood just five-seven, but he was a Mellencamp all through, which is to say he was not one for backing down. As a matter of fact, his father was wont to say the only part of him that kept getting bigger was his mouth. That same summer, he saw the Paul Newman movie Hud at the Majestic. He sat rapt, spellbound by Newman’s performance in the title role as a wayward antihero, a son at odds with and railing against his father. Here, he decided, was a role model.

At school, he shape-shifted into his own version of Newman’s Hud, a self-styled rebel, cause uncertain. In class, he was sullen, smart-mouthed. On the sports field, swaggering. He set the school record for the hundred-yard dash, running barefoot on the cinder track, showing off for the girls watching. At football, he’d idle on the practice field, have Coach Dick Mace yell at him: “Mellencamp, goddammit, you’re off the team this weekend if you don’t buck up!” He’d be on the team regardless, the star player, game upon game. The team couldn’t possibly do without him, or so he thought.

Away from school, just over fourteen years old, he hung out at Marilyn’s Coffee Shop. There he sloped against the counter, slurping on a Big Red soda, while peacocking and smoking Marlboros. A bunch of guys from school would be right along with him: Larry McDonald, Gary Myers, Tim Elsner, Mark Ripley, and on the fringe of things, an awkward, bookish-looking kid, George Green, whose parents cautioned him to steer clear of the Mellencamp boy, since he was trouble with a capital “T.”

Altogether, his fifteenth year was an eventful one. He’d had his first serious kind of a girlfriend in eighth grade at junior high. Pretty, hazel-eyed Margaret Jones, a good Catholic girl. Not long into high school, he lost his virginity at a dance up near Indianapolis to a Melissa from Shelbyville, a ways from Seymour. Melissa was sassy and put out, a high school boy’s dream. It transpired he wasn’t indispensable to the football team after all. One evening, he rolled up to practice with a packet of Marlboros sticking out the back pocket of his jeans. Spying it, Coach Mace exploded, hauled him out of the changing room by the scruff of his shirt, and slapped him, thwack, hard across the face. Mace told him he wouldn’t see him set foot on the football field again and was good as his word. Cast out from football, John joined a band that meant real business.

There were eight of them in Crepe Soul, the others all older than John and six of them Black. They dressed in tapered pants and jackets with Nehru collars. Backed by guitar, bass, drums, and a hot-blowing horn section, he was out front alongside a second singer, Fred Booker. Seventeen years old, Booker was a gangling, fast-footed cat from one of Seymour’s twenty-three African American families. Uncle Joe owned a roller rink in town and Crepe Soul got to play there a bunch of times. On another occasion, they had a gig at a racetrack down south in Salem, Indiana. Generally, though, they found shows hard to come by.

“With Crepe Soul was really where I learned about race in America,” John says.

“They loved us when we were onstage. It was when we came off they didn’t like us so much,” John continues. “The word ‘n•••er’ was thrown around quite a lot. ‘Get the n•••ers back on the stage.’ Fuck you, man. If you wanted to be in the Crepe Soul you had to have a blackjack. You know what a blackjack is? It’s a little strip of leather that has a piece of steel sewn into it. You held it around your hand. The steel bit stuck out a couple of inches or so. You’d fight guys in a bar and whack ’em up over the head with this big piece of steel.

“These redneck hillbillies would all go off. All of us in the band had blackjacks and also gravity knives, ’cause we needed them, too. If I was with these Black guys, I was a Black guy. I was a ‘n•••er lover.’ Oh, it was fun. It was good to mix it up with a bunch of hillbillies, wouldn’t trade it for a million bucks. Most weekends, I was gone with the Crepe Soul. My parents understood I was out of the house, and not causing trouble around the place, so that part they liked. See, having one less kid around was like, ‘Wa-hey!’ I might be coming back with forty bucks, too, but as for making a career out of it? Don’t be crazy. People from Indiana didn’t make records.”



Crepe Soul went eighteen months before breaking up. It was the first real span of time he’d spent playing in a band, but it also left him distrustful of group democracy. All eight members of the band were given an equal vote on each bit of their business, which in the opinion of their youngest member led to nothing but vacillation, delay, and inaction. John’s opinion in this matter was not changed by the next band he joined, fleetingly once again. The other members of the Snakepit Banana Barn soon enough concluded their new singer wasn’t up to the job and voted him out by unanimous majority.

John went back to knocking around in ad hoc groups with Larry McDonald. Usually, they practiced out at the Rapp house. They’d set up in the living room, incurring John’s mom’s wrath by shifting her furniture about to make space. On weekends, they did gigs, even made themselves some money, up to two hundred bucks for a couple of nights’ work, or so he’d boast. Whatever John made, he spent the biggest chunk of it on records, and so he got to amass quite a collection, which he kept in pristine condition. Ever since hearing “Like a Rolling Stone” on the radio, John had gone big on Dylan. The Rolling Stones, too, now. Another favorite was elfin-faced Donovan Leitch, Scottish-born, a Dylan acolyte, and whose Fairytale album John prized. The song that struck him most on that particular album was an airy ballad, “Universal Soldier.” John worked it out on his acoustic guitar, and played it for his mom, telling her he’d written it himself. “That is beautiful, John!” she said.

It wasn’t as though he was in his parents’ good books much besides. At school, he labored academically, struggled to maintain a C grade average. Three times he flunked English, all but blind to words on the page. Outside of music, the only subject he showed much enthusiasm for, or took an active interest in, was art. Encouraged by his mom, he took to drawing and painting, and he showed promise and some flair in this regard. Mostly, he was at loggerheads with his father. Over the length of John’s hair, now collar length; and over the matter of his general attitude, which just plain stunk, as his father loudly expressed. Over this, that, and over everything besides.

During the school holidays, Richard put him to work for Uncle Joe, humping on construction jobs, meaning to straighten him out, knock some sense into him. Most other times, John was out of the house of his own volition. Usually, nights he’d be over on Chestnut Street, at the Majestic, or the bowling alley. Or in an older kid’s car, driving the six-block circuit around downtown they called The Lap. Looking to pick a fight, or else pick up a girl. A guy who got lucky could take his date over to the Chestnut Street Motor Lodge. The first time he talked a girl into going with him to the Motor Lodge, he asked the fella on the desk if he could get an hourly rate. “No, son,” came the reply. “But we could give you a minutely rate.”I

On another occasion, Richard took Marilyn out of town with him on a business trip. In their absence, John threw a party at the house and about every kid in town came over. They made out in the horse barn, drank it up in the yard, threw up, and passed out in the bushes out front. Brother Joe bailed him out of that one, ferrying the stricken home, helping straighten up the place afterward. If his father caught him so much as sneaking a beer, all hell would break loose. It’d be the same story whenever he stayed out all night, which was not an uncommon occurrence. The longer time went on, the more the two of them fought, until they were barely on speaking terms.

The churchgoing elders of Seymour had very likely thought The Beatles godforsaken. The Beatles, though, were nothing next to the new and godless concepts that were now assailing them. The sexual revolution; free love; rioting in the streets; acid-rock; turn on, tune in, drop out; sex, drugs, and rock-and-roll. Why, to the faithful it surely was as if the world was going to hell in a handcart.

At sixteen years old, John, having already sampled pot and the odd hit of acid, had enough cash stashed to buy himself a bunch of diet pills, amphetamines. Together with Mark Ripley, he popped them all in one week, in and outside of school. For three or four days the two of them went without sleep, red-eyed and blazing. With the state they were in, the school principal took notice. A narc agent was summoned from Indianapolis, and he busted the pair of them out in the school parking lot. From the principal, they got a verbal warning, no more. At home, John took a beating from his father, who then proceeded to hack off John’s hair, short back and sides.

If Richard Mellencamp dared think to himself he’d cowed his firstborn at last, he was set right just as soon as the very next day. Off John went, parading around the neighborhood, a hand-lettered sign hanging from his neck. “I am the product of my father,” it read. If even for another moment he ventured to hope this particular battle might yet be the worst of the war raging between them, well then, he was utterly wrong about that, too.

I. Robert Hilburn, “Back Home in Indiana,” Los Angeles Times, May 11, 1986.






CHAPTER THREE The Real Life



John and I both grew up around wild people. We have that in common—him in Indiana, me in Kentucky and starting when we were teenagers. You know, hard drinking, hard partying.

—Naomi Wallace, playwright

It got so I had zero ambition: none. To the point where even going out to play on the weekends it was like, “Really?” I didn’t want to do it.

—John Mellencamp



John grew his hair long again; but of course he did. He was a Mellencamp and as such, he simply wouldn’t be beaten. In the Seymour High yearbook, his senior portrait is one of several on a page devoted to the school’s art club. He appears among his schoolmates, yet also apart. The one with the unruly fringe, hand-swept to the left and falling down over his eyes. He stares out at the camera, knowing, smirking, defiant. An accompanying note of text informed: “The Art Club meets regularly during the school year to watch films about various art subjects. Outside speakers come in to discuss commercial art, art colleges, and other related fields.” He might have attended some or even all of these extracurricular activities. Yet the truth of it was, just then John wasn’t interested in a whole lot of anything.

Not being in bands for sure. He’d gotten bored, grown weary of talking, scheming, and practicing to do stuff with other guys, but with nothing very much ever seeming to happen. Certainly not school where his grades were still average at best. John’s relationship with his father, the two of them prowling the house like wary, wounded lions, got to be more distant, until it turned vicious. His father caught him in a lie, one of many. Trapped, ashamed, John lashed out. Hit the old man smack in the face. He was seventeen years old, his father was thirty-seven. Blinking back at John, balling his fists, the old man said to him: “So, you think you’re a man now, huh?” Then he gave John a beating he’d not likely forget, raining down hard, heavy blows. It was an act of desperate, impotent rage, and afterward, guilt and mortification, the wreckage of all the things that went unspoken between father and son.

A college graduate, Gary Boebinger had moved back to town with his wife and taken a job teaching junior high English. Bearded and long-haired, Gary listened to Dylan, smoked pot, and protested the war. With Joe also now gone off to college, Boebinger became a surrogate older brother to John. Once or twice weekly, straight from school, John would head over to Gary’s house, a new record or two tucked under his arm. Most all of what they talked about was music. “What’ve you bought? Who’re you listening to? Who’s hot? Who’s playing?” Both of his parents regarded Boebinger dimly, as a corrupting, hippy influence. This, of course, served only to make their headstrong son want to be around him all the more.

Boebinger “got” him. They traded records. Boebinger’s eyes about lit up the time John came over with an old, hard-to-get record by Jerry Jeff Walker. The cowboy-hatted Walker had hit big a couple of years earlier with an outlaw country lament he’d written, “Mr. Bojangles.” Boebinger liked him every bit as much as Dylan, maybe more so. Boebinger handed over his Another Side of Bob Dylan album for the Jerry Jeff Walker.

“Pretty much, we’d just hang out, listen to music and, you know, do hippy stuff,” says Boebinger. “It wasn’t a surprise if John came around, wasn’t one if he didn’t. He was rowdy, kind of intense, the same then as now. You either liked him or you didn’t. There wasn’t much space in between. I liked him.”

Turned out, Boebinger was the least of Richard and Marilyn Mellencamp’s worries. At a high school party in town, John spotted a new face. She was a pretty brunette, hippy-looking with a radiant smile. Priscilla Esterline was twenty-one years old, hailed from Brownstown, a few miles along the highway from Hangman Crossing. They began talking, John not being backward in coming forward, least not in that way. Within a couple of months, they were going steady. Cil, as she preferred to be called, worked for the local phone company and had her own apartment in town. She’d bring him his lunch to school. He started to take her with him over to Boebinger’s house, who thought her an angel.

On this point, his mom couldn’t have concurred less. Much more so than she did with Boebinger, she saw in this Cil girl the ruin of her boy. Not someone to hold back an opinion, Marilyn had subjected most every girl he bought home to the same inquisition. “Do you play guitar?” she’d ask, a sharp, cutting edge to her voice. “No? John does; too bad.” As if this was enough to seal the deal. John’s mother could barely bring herself to speak to Cil. This one was bad news, she told him. And that was about all she had to say on the matter.

Barely eighteen, John got Cil pregnant. He meant to do right by her; her being cute and having her own car, and credit card and all. His mom wouldn’t hear of it—over her dead body—this much he knew only too well. So far as John could see, this left him but one option. One fine afternoon in spring, Cil picked him up from school, and together they drove over the state line to Louisville, Kentucky. There, they were married at the old Jefferson County Courthouse by a justice of the peace, a state cop for a witness. Directly after the brief ceremony, they drove back to Seymour. Cil dropped him at his folks’ house. About what had passed between them, they meant to say not a word to another soul.

Their secret didn’t keep. The night of Friday, May 22, 1970, was the senior prom at Seymour High. John took along another girl, a classmate, and just as soon as they arrived, a buddy came over to congratulate him upon getting married. It so happened that the morning edition of the Louisville Courier Journal had carried a notification of their wedding on page 38, a story the size of a postage stamp. Two lines of copy, text so tiny you had to squint to read it, all but invisible next to the day’s bold headlines: “Stocks Slide Again: Nixon Still Hopeful About the Economy”; “Midwest Students Have Mixed Opinions on Kent State Killings IU Poll Shows.” Chances were anyone looking for the note wouldn’t have found it. And yet, he reasoned, if this one guy had stumbled across it, other folks would, too. Better to go on home and face whatever fury was coming his way.

High and almighty it was as well. The old man shouted blue murder and threatened to kill him, and it didn’t look as if his mom was going to stand in the way. Grandma Laura usually cooled tempers, and she brokered a kind of peace. Even still, John packed up and moved out of the house. It’d be another year at least before a good word was passed between John and his father. John went to live with Cil’s parents and her younger brother, Dennis, until he graduated in the summer.

John was just out of school when their daughter, Michelle, was born. At first, they settled as a family in a trailer near Brownstown. Later on, they took a two-bedroom apartment in a small block in north Seymour. Weekdays, Cil went out to work, and John was left home to be his own version of dad.

“My idea of parenting was throwing a Frisbee or a water balloon at the kid,” he says.

“Getting married wasn’t the greatest plan. It was kind of, ‘If you’ve got the money, honey, I’ve got the time.’ Don’t get me wrong, I enjoyed it,” John continues. “First few years we were married, we were hippies. Lived out by the river, smoked pot, and played music; it wasn’t bad. Becoming parents gave my wife a grasp of being responsible—gave her a big grasp. She was responsible for all of us. She took care of me, our child, and also all these fucking guys I hung around with; guys in bands. She took care of everything and everyone.

“Sometimes things weren’t so pleasant. I mean to say, it wasn’t like your grandmother taking care of you. There was a bit of knock-down, drag-out. Cil’s dad gave me money. I had a motorcycle. Her brother was the exact same age as me and all we did was fuck around together. Cil worked, and I got free rent and food. I didn’t have a job, wasn’t looking for one, and didn’t care if I didn’t get one. I had a guitar, a little change jingling around in my pocket from playing in bands on weekends, and a good stereo. It was pretty much all I wanted at that time in my life.”



Tim Elsner went upstate to Purdue University for an engineering degree, but dropped out after a semester and came home. Thrown back together, the two of them became best friends. Most days, Elsner was over at the apartment. They’d hang out, listen to a couple of records, and spend the rest of an afternoon sitting on the hood of Elsner’s car, smoking cigarettes and watching over little Michelle. If a big band happened to play a show anywhere near, they’d go together. One time, they drove to Louisville to see Jethro Tull.

John began to take odd jobs, too, leaving Michelle in the care of Cil’s parents. An old school friend of his father’s had a wife who did subcontract building work. Through her, John got shifts house-painting. Grandpa Speck also tossed him the occasional laboring job. One day, he was working with Speck on a house build and the old man announced he had to go take a dump. There wasn’t any toilet paper on-site and the kind of tough nut he was, Speck instead used a ball of steel wool to wipe his ass.

Otherwise in those days, John had a bunch of time on his hands and was just as high-strung as could be. He convinced Elsner to get a motorcycle, the better for the two of them to tear around together. Since Elsner was wary of bikes, John offered to pick it up for him from the dealer. Riding back into Seymour, he started to feel unwell; his hands went numb, his heart raced. Elsner’s mom was a registered nurse, so he rode over to their house. Mrs. Elsner laid him out on the couch until the sick feeling passed.

No more than a day or two went by before he felt sick again, struck down with the same symptoms. On this occasion, he went to a doctor in town. The doctor told him he was suffering with epilepsy, and the doctor put John on two medications—phenobarbital and Dilantin. At a later checkup, the doctor told John the drugs prescribed were really for panic attacks. The doctor believed that because John was having such severe attacks and was agitated as a rule, John would panic less believing he had epilepsy. He was to be kept on phenobarbital and Dilantin for several years more.

It wasn’t as if he couldn’t relax. But when he got fixed on a thing, there was nothing that helped and no one could make him let go. By John’s own estimation, a half-pint of whiskey was the measure at which he went looking for trouble. He found a hell of a lot of it one night when out in town. John got into an argument, and a guy in a bar pulled his hair. John hit first and got pummeled. Elsner drove John home, so dazed he ended up falling out of the moving car. John woke up the next morning, battered, and swore off booze.

“If I hadn’t stopped drinking, I’d not be here today,” he says.

“I was one of those guys you look at in a bar and just shake your head. Loud, obnoxious, didn’t give a fuck—that kind of guy,” John continues. “I had a couple of friends who were just like me and we were dumbasses together. Lot of young guys are like that, so it wasn’t as if I felt I was any different. It was just I realized I was out of control being drunk and high, and it got to be very uncomfortable for me.

“In the early 1970s, they didn’t really know what the fuck a panic disorder was. Now, everybody has panic disorders. Back then, I didn’t know what the fuck was going on. You don’t know what the fuck a panic attack is and it’ll scare the hell out of you. You think you’re having a heart attack. You can’t catch your breath, you’re dizzy, you’re light-headed, and your vision gets fucked up. It was like an LSD trip and out of nowhere. As far as you’re concerned, you’re fucking dying. And also, you get really, really angry about it. I just didn’t need it. I know that drugs and alcohol played a big part in it. I didn’t know that it was a chemical imbalance in my brain that drugs and alcohol only exacerbated.

“I didn’t know it was going to be a lifelong struggle, but it has been. I’m very sensitive. I am! Shit affects me deeply. All joking aside, when you’re like I am, a little problem becomes a big problem. Stuff worries me that probably doesn’t worry a normal guy. I’ll get fixated on world problems, personal problems, and other people’s problems. Poverty, racism, I can’t be around that stuff. I’m not being judgmental, but it’s like, ‘Knock it off, fucker.’ Sensitive always led to violence or anger with me. If somebody said something, it went directly from, ‘Fuck you’ to trouble.”



Time ran on and away. His spina bifida surgery exempted him from the Vietnam draft. No particular place to go, he was stuck in a rut in Seymour for the better part of two years. Eventually, Elsner started agitating to go back to school and it got John to thinking, too. There was a small town west of Seymour, Vincennes, that had a junior college. It was the kind of establishment that wouldn’t be too fussy about his high school grade average, and it ran a two-year degree program in broadcasting. All those records he talked about the damn day long? What better for him to study than to be a DJ? He sent off an application and got accepted to Vincennes University, class of ’72. With all of John’s badgering, Elsner also applied to Vincennes and was accepted into a general business course.

In September 1972, the four of them, John, Cil, Michelle, and Elsner, moved out west. They took a small, old house in Vincennes, three bedrooms and a coal furnace in the basement. The pipes creaked and groaned, but it was homey all the same. They shared expenses. Cil found shift work, so the boys could watch over Michelle in between classes. John had grown up something of a neat-freak, clothes just so, never a scratch on any of his records. Now, within this new domestic arrangement, he got to be somewhat more obsessive-compulsive about the state of things. Once weekly, without fail, he roused his housemates to cleaning detail. Duties were assigned. Should he find something out of the precise place he’d put it, they’d get to hear of it and back it’d go, right there and then.

As a student, he kept on going against the grain. The student body had their hair down to here? Why then, he got his cut short, buzz-cut short, and so around campus he got mistaken for a narc. Everyone else was off getting stoned; he quit pot and drugs in general, as abruptly and decisively as he’d come off drinking. He determined it was the rest of them who were conforming, and toeing the line just never did sit right with him. John cruised his studies, but not so as he was going to be any kind of a DJ. He had a regular show on the university radio station. He toiled over doing news bulletins, with having to read aloud place names in Vietnam. He cursed and cussed on air, stuttered, too. After scraping past with his degree, he returned to Seymour to find all the work he got offered was in radio advertising. No way, no how was he salesman material.

Cil tipped him off to a job going at Indiana Bell, and he went off to work as a telephone engineer. They got a place, a run-down farmhouse, near Seymour, in Dudleytown. It was the kind of town you drove through without so much as noticing, right off I-65. At college, he’d discovered a new and different sort of music, edgier, louder, and made by people who appeared to him like otherworld beings: alien David Bowie; unhinged, lunatic Iggy and The Stooges; insectile Lou Reed; and the New York Dolls, an entirely depraved, degenerate-looking crew. It was this music John wanted to make now. He roped in Cil’s brother, Dennis, and a friend of his, Kevin Wissing, who could each play to a rudimentary standard. There was also a kid who delivered papers to his folks who was supposed to be a hotshot on guitar. Larry Crane was eighteen years old, baby-faced still, but a natural musician, able to play by ear anything you cared to toss him.

Together, they formed Trash, with John as their self-appointed leader. He had them rehearse out at the farmhouse. John got a new guitar on credit, a Hummingbird, and wrote his first couple of songs. Truth be told, he didn’t think either song was up to much, but they were near enough sounding to The Stooges and Lou Reed to do. And he insisted they get themselves a look: tight jeans, leather jackets, and a touch of eyeliner, like Lou Reed again, Bowie and the Dolls, too.

Neither the job nor the band lasted long. Some of Indiana Bell’s more pious customers complained to the company about the coarse, heathen language used by their young engineer. The company eventually fired John for mistakenly disconnecting the phone service to all of Freetown, Indiana. He enlisted his younger brother, Ted, to road manage Trash, but they barely got a booking. Those days at least, there wasn’t much of a following in rural Indiana for glam rock.

Uncle Joe took John back to a job pouring concrete. He drew on unemployment benefits, too. Money got to be tight, too tight for Cil and him to keep the farmhouse. They moved back to Seymour, into lodgings on Speck’s and Grandma Laura’s property. It was an old barn converted years ago by Speck into an apartment. Richard and Marilyn had bunked up there when they were first married. The “Mellencamp weaning house” they called it. It was small, done up mostly out of yet more concrete, and made John think of nothing so much as a prison block.

Nothing better to do, John spent whatever money he made on records. When he went broke, he thought again about writing songs. His high school classmate, George Green, was now working at a local grocery store. They got to talking one day. Green said he was writing lyrics, and perhaps they might pool their resources. The first song they wrote together, huddled in the apartment, John toiling over chords, Green scribbling out words, ended up a gauche tribute to Lou Reed. They called it “Lou-ser.” It was a start. He landed some gigs of his own, too, singing folk songs in hotel lounges around and about on weekends, with a regular spot at a bar in downtown Seymour, the Chatterbox.

A couple of buddies, Tommy Ashcraft and Dave Parman, backed him up at the Chatterbox. In no time at all, the three of them were packing the house. Things were going well enough that John began to consider busting out of Seymour, chasing down a dream. Using the money he was making from the Chatterbox, he booked himself into a recording studio in Bloomington, Gilfoy Sound, and there, put down a two-track demo tape.

John mailed out a copy of the tape to every record company he could get an address for, and waited. The first rejection slip he got, John taped to the back door. Pretty soon, he’d enough to cover the door and also one wall of the apartment. Sure, standing there in the apartment with Tim Elsner or George Green, John would laugh it up and joke about this mural to his failure. Not so deep down, though; he hurt and boiled. He felt ensnared, too, as if the four walls were closing in on him.

Tommy Ashcraft’s cousin Hubie—the same old Hubie who’d fronted the Tikis—offered to drive with him to New York City so he could go knock on some of those record company doors. No one ever did get around to asking Hubie the reason why he went along for the ride, but go he did. A cold December morning in 1974, the pair of them set off from Seymour, leaving Cil and Michelle behind, driving twelve hours straight through to New York. It was the first time he’d been north of Indiana.

John and Hubie checked into the Holiday Inn on 57th Street, Midtown Manhattan. The city—noisy, chaotic and relentless, stinking, crime-riddled, and just then on the verge of fiscal bankruptcy—awed and terrified them. They didn’t leave their room for the next two days. The morning of the third day, John set off on foot, trekked up and down Manhattan, no plan but to introduce himself at the front desk of one record company building after another, hand over his tape once more, and trust to fate. Until his money ran out, and then, together with Hubie, John turned around and drove back to Seymour.

Over the next eighteen months, he made the exact same journey to New York several more times. He packed up a car, drove through, checked into the Holiday Inn, headed out, and knocked on doors. Once, he walked a couple of blocks up West 57th Street to the grand old building of the Art Students League, among the most prestigious art schools in America. It had schooled Norman Rockwell, Jackson Pollock, Roy Lichtenstein, among others, but with the fees to match and too much for a guy from Indiana drawing unemployment and with a wife and a child.

“I didn’t really have a plan,” John says.

“Hell, I’ve never had a plan. A band like U2 had a plan and I admire them for that, but it’s just physically impossible for me to plan ahead. I’m too in the moment. I want to do something right now,” John continues. “My mom told me as a kid, ‘John, you need to learn how to paint because you can do it your whole life.’ She was still painting at eighty-two. I’d draw all the time in my late teens, but I didn’t have any schooling in it. So I decided I wanted to go to the Art Students League. But it was too expensive. Music was almost my second choice.”

Another time in New York, John made the acquaintance of a record producer. He told John for $3,000, he’d get him another, proper demo tape cut, and with it, secure for him the elusive record deal. John managed to scrape the money together, and handed it over to the producer. The demo, a cover version of a sixties garage rock staple, “Kicks” by Paul Revere & The Raiders, cost around $1,500. The producer disappeared with the rest of the money. Folks back in Seymour suggested John quit. To anyone who cared to ask her about it, John’s mom would say, let her boy go get doors slammed in his face, best get it out of his system. He was knocked back enough times, even his own iron will began to waver.

Finally, John resolved to make one last sortie to New York. Should nothing come of it, he swore to admit defeat and go work full-time for his uncle Joe. He thought about a management company, MainMan, he’d read about in Creem magazine. MainMan looked after Bowie and Lou Reed and they, too, were based in Manhattan. The girl at MainMan’s reception desk took an instant shine to John, or else it was pity. She told him she’d personally put his tape in the boss Tony Defries’s hands. A brash self-publicist, Defries had overseen his fellow Englishman David Bowie’s rise to stardom in America. “He’ll call,” the girl promised. The same promise John had heard so many times he’d lost count.

John had been home but half a day when the phone rang in the apartment. Defries himself was on the line, gruff and to the point. “Come back to New York tomorrow,” he rattled off. “We’ll send over a plane ticket.”
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