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‘Now he’s gone and joined that stupid club. I told him not to …’

 

Kurt Cobain’s mother


Part One

Life

Midway this way of life we’re bound upon,

I woke to find myself in a dark wood,

Where the right road was wholly lost and gone.

Dante


Prologue

EXIT, GATE 27
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You departed from that busy gate, the so-called stupid one.

Eric Erlandson, Letters to Kurt

1

It was just after six p.m. on a summer’s evening when Amy Winehouse’s doctor visited the star at home in London. It was a routine house call, routine in as much as Amy’s life had become so troubled in recent years, so precarious, that her doctor visited her at home almost as often as the postman delivered the mail.

Dr Cristina Romete saw at once that Amy had been drinking. She was tipsy and she smelt of booze. The doctor asked when Amy had started again, after two weeks of sobriety. Amy replied, shame-faced, that she didn’t know. But her live-in bodyguard, Andrew Morris, said that she had begun on Wednesday. It was now Friday, 22 July 2011.

Doctor and patient proceeded to have a frank conversation, talking together in Amy’s light and airy home in Camden Square. Dr Romete asked Amy why she had started drinking again. Amy’s explanation was that she was ‘bored’.

The doctor asked Amy whether she planned to stop drinking. Amy said she didn’t know. 

Dr Romete reminded Amy of how serious this was. Only two months ago she had warned Amy in writing, the letter copied to her father and her manager, that her habit of binge-drinking was putting her in ‘immediate danger of death’. Amy assured her that she did not want to die. There were things she still wanted to do with her life. She didn’t give the impression of being suicidal, though her behaviour was evidently reckless and self-destructive. 

The doctor tried to persuade Amy to consider therapy, to deal with her alcoholism, as well as her underlying psychological problems. Amy shook her head. She had always resisted psychologists and psychiatrists, fearing that if she let such people into her mind, she would lose touch with the mercurial part of her brain that allowed her to create original work. Dr Romete knew this, and knew her patient to be a stubborn, yet intelligent woman, who always ‘wanted to do things her own way’. In her most famous song, ‘Rehab’, Amy sang about when her family and colleagues first tried to get her into a rehabilitation clinic, to dry out, to which suggestion she gave an emphatic: ‘no, no, no.’ This simple but memorable repetition of words had become a catchphrase. It was also the story of her life.

After their talk, Dr Romete left the house. She would never see her patient alive again.

Amy had a history of substance abuse and self-destructive behaviour stretching back to when she was a teenager. The serious problems began, however, in 2006, when her album Back to Black was released. It won five Grammy awards. As Amy became a star she also became addicted to crack cocaine and heroin. Although she quit hard drugs in 2008, she did so by switching to alcohol. Amy was a small woman, five foot three inches tall and slightly built, but she drank like a sailor on shore leave, drinking herself into a coma in May, and into hospital as a result. Dr Romete wrote her a warning letter after this incident, but Amy didn’t take it seriously. She joked that her doctor thought she might be dead soon. And she carried on binge-drinking, getting out of her mind before a show in Belgrade just five weeks previously. Between binges Amy had periods of self-realisation and guilt when she quit the bottle. But when the thirst returned she bought vodka at corner shops in Camden Town, stashing the booze in her room.

Amy was a Londoner who had lived her whole life – all 27 years and ten months, save vacations and tours – in north London. Her various homes from childhood until she died were within a few stops of each other on the London Underground. The Camden Square house was her grandest residence yet, a large Victorian property that had been gutted and refurbished to her taste. The décor was sparse and bright, with black floors and white walls, apart from the basement music room, which was red. The ground-floor kitchen was styled like an American diner. A vintage juke box had pride of place in the lounge. A gift from Amy’s ex-husband, Blake Fielder-Civil, the juke box, like the marriage, had never worked properly.

Amy shared her home with friends and staff. Andrew Morris, her ‘close protection officer’, a huge young man of West Indian background, slept in one of the guest rooms upstairs. During the four years he had worked for Amy, Andrew had grown close to the star, like brother and sister. ‘She was a diamond person … not a regular person,’ he says fondly. ‘She was the sort of person, if you met her once, you would never forget her. She was very honest. If she didn’t like you, she’d tell you. If she loved you, she’d tell you.’ 

Amy’s stylist, Naomi Parry, also stayed at the house on occasion, as did a friend named Tyler James, whom Amy had known since drama school. But Naomi and Tyler were away at the time. In fact, after Dr Romete left the house on Friday evening, Amy was home alone, save her minder and her cat, Anthony Jade.

Many of her friends were at a summer music festival. There were other friends whom Amy would once have called upon for company, but was estranged from at the end of her life. Amy was lovable, but demanding. She’d recently lost her temper with two of her band members, and had fallen out with several girlfriends over the years. The drinking didn’t help. Lauren Franklin, who had known Amy at school and then drifted apart from her friend, had recently reconnected with her on Skype, and was shocked by the state Amy was in. ‘She was terribly drunk,’ she says, of the last time they spoke online. ‘She had a bottle in her hand. I was, like, “What are you doing?”’

So, for one reason or another, Amy was on her own as the week came to an end. ‘Basically, everyone was out,’ says her friend Doug Charles-Ridler. ‘She hated [being alone]. That’s why everyone’s feeling really guilty.’ 

Amy’s father, Mitch Winehouse, a former London cabbie, was normally around, but he was in New York to perform his nightclub act. Mitch sang saloon-bar standards in the style of Tony Bennett. It was a semi-amateur career he’d revived on the back of Amy’s success. He had visited his daughter at home on Thursday, just before his trip to the United States, and found her in an introspective mood, looking at family photographs.

Amy’s mother, Janis, who was divorced from her father, had called in at lunchtime on Friday. Janis had multiple sclerosis, which made her seem older than her 56 years, but she was remarkably similar in looks and character to her famous daughter. Both exuded a charming mixture of intelligence, good humour and childlike innocence.

‘I love you, Mummy,’ Amy said, as Janis left the house.

Janis said that Amy seemed ‘weary’ at their final meeting, but that wasn’t unusual. Her daughter kept rock ’n’ roll hours, and she was on medication. For some time now Amy had been taking diazepam for anxiety and Librium to help her cope with alcohol withdrawal. And she had been drinking on top of her medication. Dr Romete had refused to prescribe any more drugs when she discovered that Amy had gone back on the bottle, but autopsy tests revealed traces of Librium in Amy’s blood, along with high levels of alcohol.

Although everybody knew about Amy’s drink problem, and she admitted to being an alcoholic, nobody seemed able to stop her drinking if and when she wanted to. Some of her nearest and dearest took the view that if Amy wanted ‘a little drink’ it was up to her because she could handle it. This was a dangerous delusion. ‘Even I, to a degree, I must be guilty,’ admits her boyfriend, Reg Traviss. ‘[I] said to her several times, I said, “Look, darling, if you want to have a drink, just have a drink. It’s no problem. You can curb it.”’

Reg and Amy had been dating for sixteen months, and they had talked about getting married. But Reg didn’t live with Amy. He had his own flat in Marylebone and he was often busy with his work, writing and directing feature films. Reg rang Amy from his office in Holborn a little before eight on Friday evening to say he would be over later to see her, and suggesting that he bring a takeaway. ‘She had had a drink … I could tell on the phone. She wasn’t roaring drunk, but she was a bit tipsy.’

Amy decided not to wait for Reg. She told Andrew Morris that she fancied an Indian takeaway, just like they’d had the previous evening. They placed their order by phone, and when the food was delivered they took their meals up to their respective rooms.

Amy spent most of her time in her bedroom on the top floor of the house. The walls had been knocked through to create an interconnecting suite with a raised ceiling to give a spacious, loft-like feel. Amy’s dressing room was at the back, with doors to her bedroom at the front of the house and an en suite bathroom in grey marble. Her windows overlooked the front yard, which was protected by a high wall and an iron gate with an intercom. Andrew was punctilious about keeping the gate locked and the house secure. In the past drug dealers and press photographers had swarmed around Amy like flies, and Amy had connived with the dealers to smuggle drugs past her bodyguards. There had been no trouble of that sort at the new house. A court order was in place, keeping the most troublesome paparazzi away, Amy was seemingly finished with drugs, and few fans knew her new address.

One fan had shown up during the week, however, an eighteen-year-old girl from Italy. After watching the house for a while she had tried to get into the garden. Andrew intercepted her. Amy asked Andrew to bring the girl to the front door where she gave her an autograph. It was the last she ever signed.

Beyond the gates, on the other side of the street, there was a small park, the green lung of Camden Square. Amy’s neighbours were walking their dogs under the trees in the twilight. There were no fans or press outside tonight. Tomorrow there would be hundreds.

Amy flopped onto her bed. She wore a tracksuit for comfort, as she often did at home. She looked around for something to occupy her mind. Andrew Morris heard her upstairs, ‘laughing, listening to music and watching TV’. There was terrible news on television from Norway where a fanatic named Anders Behring Breivik had set off a bomb earlier in the day, then gone on a shooting spree, killing dozens of people. This horror would dominate the news until Amy provided a rival sensation the following day.

Filled with nervous energy, Amy banged on a snare drum, part of a drum kit she had in the basement, and fiddled with her mobile phone and laptop. When she was alone, she would typically reach out to friends by text, Skype or Facebook, looking for distraction, desperate for company.

Just after ten o’clock she found some footage on YouTube of a man she used to date and ran downstairs to Andrew’s room to tell him to come and look. They spent the next few hours together in her room, watching YouTube.

At around eleven thirty Reg Traviss switched off his computer at work and called Amy to say he was finally ready to come over, but she didn’t answer her phone. This wasn’t unusual. ‘[She] just misplaced her phone. Then she would forget where it was, or it would fall down the back of something. She used to do that a fair amount.’ Yet Reg had a sense of foreboding. ‘I was really alarmed by it.’ Still, he stayed in his office, rather than going directly to Camden Square. ‘In a weird way there was something preventing me from going there. That’s something I can’t really go into too much, because I don’t want to sound silly. [But] it was like there was something saying, Get over there. Just go over there. And I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. I was literally rocking backwards and forwards going, I’m going to go there now … No, I won’t. And this went on through the night. And I kept checking the phone. She hadn’t called. It was just unreal.’ 

Around midnight Reg sent Amy a text message asking her to call him. ‘What I didn’t want to do was go over there if she was asleep. In which case what I would have done is go home first and wait until she’d wake up, which could be at one in the morning, and then go over, [which] we’d do quite a lot. But something was bothering me. And it was bothering me right there and then at the moment. I just sat [in my office] thinking, What shall I do? I thought, This is weird. I left a really long message. In the message I actually said, “If I don’t hear back from you I’ll probably just come over anyway” … That was a weird thing for me to say.’ Reg had bought a book he knew Amy would be interested in: a history of Jewish London. He sat in his office and looked through it, hoping she would call. ‘She didn’t. And she didn’t and she didn’t. I just thought, this is really, really odd.’

Finally Reg walked into Soho where he had a late-night drink, still checking his phone in case Amy had rung. She hadn’t. He hailed a cab. ‘I said to the taxi driver, “Camden Square.”’ On the way to Amy’s house he changed his mind and told the driver to take him to Marylebone. When the cab arrived at his flat, he felt he ought to go to Amy’s after all. ‘[I] sat in the taxi outside and I said [to the driver], “You know what? Maybe take me to Camden Square.” And he went, “Whatever you want.” And I went, “Er, er, er. No, it’s all right.”’ Reg paid the driver and went inside. ‘I just can’t explain how uneasy I was and how indecisive I was. It was really, really strange. It was just one of the weirdest fucking feelings I’ve had ever.’ 

Reg put on a DVD of an old TV series and sat watching an episode, still hoping that Amy might ring. For reasons he cannot explain he didn’t think to ring the landline of Amy’s house or to call Andrew Morris on his mobile. ‘I wish I had …’

Amy watched YouTube with Andrew until two thirty a.m., during which time she either didn’t hear Reg’s calls and texts or chose to ignore them. In her last few hours Amy looked at pictures of herself online. This was something she didn’t do as a rule, but had been doing since her disastrous concert in Belgrade. Later Andrew said that looking at images of herself was the only unusual aspect of Amy’s behaviour at the end, though nothing was ever quite normal with Amy. As he said, ‘Amy was pretty normal – for Amy.’

By looking at herself online, and studying  old family photographs, as she had been doing during the week, Amy revealed a sense of introspection and reflection, as if she was assessing her life. Jim Morrison of the Doors had behaved in a similar way the night before he died in 1971, aged 27.

Finally, Andrew left Amy to her own devices and went downstairs to his bedroom where he watched a film until sometime between three and four in the morning. Up until the point where he fell asleep he could still hear Amy moving about upstairs.

Amy may have dozed off for a while – she tended to catnap – but she was awake at three thirty and had evidently found her phone because she texted a friend, Kristian Marr. ‘I’m gonna be here always xx BUT ARE YOU OK? XXX.’ Interestingly, she didn’t reply to Reg’s texts.

Having drunk steadily all day and every day since Wednesday, Amy seemingly drank more when she was alone in her bedroom in the small hours of the morning. At some point she went into her bathroom and threw up in the toilet, possibly on purpose. Amy was a bulimic who drank and ate in binges, then made herself sick.

Finally she kicked off her shoes and lay on her bed, face down on the mattress with the duvet thrown back on a warm night. She was still dressed. Her laptop was open, and nearby were three empty bottles of Smirnoff vodka.

The sun rose shortly after five in London on Saturday, 23 July 2011. It was another glorious summer’s day, the sort of day when one wants to be up and about. Andrew went to check on Amy at around ten. He called her name first and knocked at her bedroom door, opening it when she didn’t answer. He saw Amy lying on her bed and assumed she was asleep. ‘It wasn’t unusual for her to sleep late in the morning.’ So he left her.

Over in Marylebone, Reg Traviss rose late and went into Soho to get his hair cut and collect a suit from his tailor. He and Amy were due to attend a wedding on Sunday and he wanted to look his best.

Andrew Morris still hadn’t heard any sounds from Amy’s room by mid-afternoon, ‘which seemed strange’, so he went back upstairs. 

He found Amy lying on the bed exactly as she had been hours before. ‘I checked her pulse, but I couldn’t find one.’ Instinctively Andrew glanced around for evidence of drugs – Amy’s old problem – but there was nothing of that sort, just the vodka bottles.

Andrew called an ambulance at three fifty-seven. He said on the phone that he thought his boss had had a heart attack. As he waited for assistance he saw Amy’s friend, Tyler James, coming to the gate and let him into the house, telling him not to go upstairs. Minutes later an ambulance crew arrived. ‘There was no pulse,’ confirmed paramedic Andrew Cable. ‘I noticed rigor mortis.’ Amy must have been dead for several hours. She was declared so shortly after four o’clock.

Andrew made a round of desperate telephone calls: to Amy’s doctor, to Reg Traviss, and to Amy’s father in New York. The ambulance service summoned the police. Officers recovered three vodka bottles from Amy’s room, two large bottles and a small one. All were empty. Amy may not have drained them all in her final hours, but the autopsy revealed that she had drunk a very large quantity of alcohol.

To appreciate how much alcohol Amy had consumed, drinkers appear tipsy with concentrations of 30–50 milligrams of alcohol per decilitre of blood; the drink-drive limit in the United Kingdom is 80 milligrams per decilitre; drinkers become uncoordinated at 50–150 milligrams; they become slurred, confused and unsteady on their feet at 150–250 milligrams; and they have difficulty in staying awake at 250–400 milligrams. Amy’s blood alcohol level was 416 milligrams per decilitre of blood, with still higher readings in her urine and vitreous humour.1 A pathologist explained at her inquest that this was a toxic level of alcohol associated with death: enough booze to depress Amy’s central nervous system and bring about respiratory arrest, which is what, he said, had probably happened. The coroner recorded a verdict of misadventure, saying that Amy had died ‘as a result of alcohol toxicity’.2 In short, she drank herself to death.

By the time Reg Traviss arrived at Camden Square, the police had sealed off the house. He would next see his girlfriend in the morgue. The press had started to gather behind the police tape as the news broke:

Amy Winehouse – dead at 27.

2

Amy’s life had been so chaotic in recent years that her death was not unexpected. Yet it came as a shock to those who knew her, and it was a major news story around the world. 

The fact that Amy had died at 27 was seized upon by journalists as one of the piquant aspects of the case: she was the latest in a series of iconic music stars whose short, gaudy lives had ended at that particular age, a series of fatalities usually traced back to 1969 when Brian Jones of the Rolling Stones drowned in his swimming-pool. Jimi Hendrix choked to death in a London hotel the following year. Janis Joplin overdosed on heroin three weeks later in Hollywood. Jim Morrison was found dead in his bath in Paris in 1971. Kurt Cobain of Nirvana shot himself at home in Seattle in 1994. All were 27.

When Kurt Cobain died a reporter knocked at the home of his mother, Wendy O’Connor, who remarked ruefully: ‘Now he’s gone and joined that stupid club. I told him not to join that stupid club.’ The term coined by Mrs O’Connor in her grief, encompassing all the stars who had died at 27, was widely quoted in reports of Amy’s death seventeen years later. ‘Tragic Amy joins rock’s 27 Club,’ read a typical headline in Britain’s Mail on Sunday, while the Washington Post referred to ‘rock ’n’ roll’s most dangerous number’. There were also references to the ‘curse of the 27 Club’. With many of these stories – and in the chatter on television, radio and online – there was an inference that supernatural forces may have driven the musicians to their graves, with some commentators citing an astrological concept known as the Saturn Return as a malign influence; the less excitable said it was just a coincidence. 

The 27 Club is, essentially, a media construct based on a coincidence. It is also a flippant, even vulgar term. Nevertheless the phrase is widely used and understood, and these deaths are intriguing. The question is: are there common factors, apart from coincidence, that help explain the death of Amy Winehouse and the five major rock stars who died before her at 27? 

Before getting into the detail of these lives it is helpful to know whether the 27 Club deaths are statistically significant. The Big Six, as I shall call them, are not the only pop musicians to have died at 27. There are scores more. Over the years various lists have been published to support a theory that a disproportionately large number of artists have died at this age. To test the theory I compiled a list of 3,463 people who died between 1908 and 2012 having achieved notoriety in popular music. The first date marks the earliest notable 27 death I could find in the modern era, that of ragtime pianist Louis Chauvin (1881–1908); while 2012 is the year I began writing this book. I counted jazz as well as pop and rock musicians, also songwriters, record producers, managers, promoters and other people who achieved fame in the music business, or by connection to it, but excluded classical musicians, who would have enlarged the survey enormously. I tended to focus on Anglophone artists, but included non-English speakers who achieved renown. For simplicity I refer to all these people as musicians (or artists), although, as noted, some were not professional musicians. 

The youngest person to die in my cohort of 3,463 artists was fifteen years old. The oldest was 105. It was not uncommon to find artists dying in their twenties, with 29 individuals dying at 25, for instance, and thirty at 26. Confounding my scepticism I found a sudden and dramatic increase to fifty deaths at age 27. The figures then fell back to 32 deaths at 28, 34 at 29 and so on, the numbers not exceeding fifty until middle age. From the early forties deaths rise with age, as one would expect, to a peak in the sixties, before falling again. This is best illustrated by a graph.

Graph Showing a Spike in Music Industry Deaths at 27

[image: Image Missing]

The figures, and the graph, seem to verify the theory that something strange is happening with musicians at 27, but this may be a hasty conclusion. The graph also reveals other spikes: a smaller spike at 21, and substantial spikes at fifty and eighty. Nobody writes about the 80 Club, of course. The death of an octogenarian is no surprise. 

It is also true that by looking for members of the 27 Club one is likely to find people who fit the theory. Because this survey was drawn from published sources it relies upon subjective decisions as to the choice of lives worth recording. The attention the 27 Club has received, especially since the advent of the Internet, means that almost every musician who dies at 27 is identified and inducted into the Club; if a musician of equal achievement (or lack of) dies at a different age their death may go unnoticed. As conscientious as I was, checking death certificates to eliminate mistakes, and discounting the most obscure artists who had died at 27, knowing they would pass without mention in normal circumstances, my survey is still probably skewed by what statisticians call the Texas Sharpshooter Fallacy. A Texan who is a bad shot blasts away at the side of his barn, then draws a target around some bullet holes that happen to cluster together, declaring himself to be a sharpshooter. 

After Amy Winehouse’s death an Australian academic, Professor Adrian Barnett, and colleagues, set out ‘to test the 27 Club hypothesis that famous musicians are at an increased risk of death at age 27’. Instead of simply listing stars by age of death, as I and others have typically done, Professor Barnett and his associates compiled a list of all the musicians who achieved a number-one album in the United Kingdom between 1956 and 2007, including those still alive. The cohort amounted to 1,046 individuals, only a proportion of whom were ‘at risk’ at 27 in that they were successful at that age (many didn’t achieve success until they were older). Of this lesser number only three had died at 27, a virtually identical rate to ages 25 and 32 in this survey. ‘There was no peak in risk around age 27,’ the statisticians concluded, adding that the 27 Club ‘has been created by chance and cherry picking’.

There are shortcomings to the Australian research. The sample of musicians is narrow, excluding some of the most famous 27 Club artists because they didn’t happen to have a number-one album in the UK between 1956 and 2007 (Hendrix, Joplin and the Doors didn’t, surprisingly). Yet the survey does give an idea of the risk of death at 27, which most 27 Club lists don’t, and the risk is apparently normal. This is borne out by a look at the hundreds of artists inducted into the Rock ’n’ Roll Hall of Fame over the years, living and dead, only eight of whom have so far died at 27.3

Nevertheless, six of the biggest names in popular music died at that age, along with another 44 individuals (listed in the Appendix). The fact that a cluster of very big names died at 27, at the height of their fame, is what makes the 27 Club the phenomenon it is. While the fact that they all died at this particular age is undeniably coincidental, there are fascinating common factors that help explain why they all died young. 

In the first place rock stars tend to die younger than the general population. In 2007 academics at Liverpool John Moores University made a survey of pop stars who had enjoyed success with an album rated as one of the all-time top 1,000 pop albums (based on a book by musicologist Colin Larkin). In the 25 years following initial success, those musicians were two to three times more likely to die than the general population. Drugs and alcohol were associated with more than a quarter of the deaths, which is crucial to understanding the 27 Club, but not the whole story.

Looking at my long-list of fifty artists who died at 27 only five (ten per cent) died of natural causes while drink and/or drugs played a part in eighteen deaths (36 per cent), nine of which were from straightforward drug overdoses. Amy Winehouse was one of four who drank themselves to death, while a combination of drink and drugs did for four more, including Brian Jones, Jimi Hendrix and, probably, Jim Morrison. Drugs were also significant in Kurt Cobain’s death. Death was seemingly accidental in every case, except Cobain’s. But some deaths are more accidental than others. 

The most straightforward types of accident account for the second largest number of deaths, fifteen members of the 27 Club (thirty per cent), most of whom died in road accidents. Travel is part of the professional musician’s life and travel is hazardous. It is likely that some of those fatalities were under the influence at the time; others were the victim of other drivers’ carelessness, or bad luck. There are also less common accidents: two musicians – organist Wally Yohn and singer Maria Serrano Serrano – died in plane crashes, and Roger Lee Durham of Bloodstone was thrown from a horse. Eight 27s were murdered, a high proportion being gunshot homicides of African-Americans, such as Randy ‘Stretch’ Walker of Live Squad, whose tunes included ‘Murderah’, and the rapper Raymond ‘Freaky Tah’ Rodgers. The bluesman Robert Johnson was also probably murdered when he died at 27 in 1938, apparently poisoned by a cuckolded husband. The high proportion of homicides among black American stars is in line with evidence that young African-American males are more likely than their white and female contemporaries to be involved in such violent deaths.

Kurt Cobain is one of five Club suicides. He shot himself after taking a massive overdose of heroin. Even though the evidence that Cobain took his life is clear and strong, some refuse to believe it. Kurt’s grandfather Leland Cobain argues in this book that his grandson was murdered as part of a conspiracy. Likewise friends and fans of Brian Jones say that he cannot have drowned by accident because he was too good a swimmer: he must have been held under the water. There are those who see hidden hands in the death of Jim Morrison, too. Throughout the story of the 27 Club there is reluctance on the part of family members, friends and fans to accept that such talented young people died in wretched and often banal circumstances. To suggest that they died because of their own foolishness is taken as an insult. It is even more egregious to suggest that they wanted to die. 

Suicide is a taboo that offends and upsets people. It is widely denounced by religious leaders and has been treated as a criminal offence in many countries, including the United Kingdom where, until the Suicide Act of 1961, a Briton who attempted and failed to take their own life faced the additional misery of prison. Most people prefer to ignore this melancholy subject and look on the sunny side of life, devoting their energies to what Sigmund Freud called the ‘pleasure principle’. Yet Freud observed that ‘the death instinct’ is a counter-force to the pleasure principle, with human beings prone to destructive instincts, including suicide, which is more prevalent than one might think. A million people take their lives each year, according to the World Health Organization, making it the world’s fourteenth most common cause of death. The true figure may well be higher, because suicide is under-reported. Not all suicides leave notes to explain their intentions, and in the absence of clear evidence of the deceased’s state of mind, the authorities tend to record verdicts of accidental death or misadventure.

Several of the artists on the 27 Club long-list who met apparently accidental, drug-related deaths may have intended to die. For example, the death certificate of Al Wilson, of Canned Heat, records that he died of an accidental drug overdose in 1970. But Wilson had a history of suicidal behaviour, including suicide attempts, and at least one band member believes that he meant to take his life. There are likewise those who believe that Pamela Courson overdosed deliberately in 1974 so that she would die at the same age as her boyfriend, Jim Morrison, though her death certificate records an accidental overdose. It is also true that people rarely gas themselves in cars by accident, as the German musician Helmut Köllen apparently did in 1977; neither, generally, do they plunge to their deaths from high buildings by mistake, as the Russian singer Sasha Bashlachev reportedly did in 1988. 

In this book I argue that all six principal members of the 27 Club can be said to have killed themselves, though they didn’t all do so as directly as Kurt Cobain when he shot himself. For the drug addict and the chronic alcoholic, the decision to be or not to be is drawn out over years, during which life becomes more tenuous to the point where death is likely, if not inevitable. Like all heroin users, Janis Joplin had several friends who died of overdoses. She had survived overdoses herself, knowing that she might not be so lucky next time. Yet she continued to use heroin until she overdosed and died. She may not have meant to die when she shot up for the last time, but if a drug addict or an alcoholic continues to indulge in negative behaviour in spite of the known risks they are, to some extent, ‘the author of [their] own end’, as Émile Durkheim wrote in his renowned study of suicide. 

Durkheim noted that suicide is not a fixed concept. People define the word in different ways. In On Suicide, he concluded that the best definition is ‘the term applied to any case of death resulting directly or indirectly from a positive or negative act, carried out by the victim himself, which he is aware would produce this result’. Amy Winehouse’s decision to continue drinking after being warned by her doctor that this might result in death was a ‘negative act’, by Durkheim’s definition, closely related to suicide, if not ‘a fully realised’ suicide, because Amy may not have meant to die at that moment. Indeed her doctor and the coroner at her inquest stressed that she did not seem suicidal. As with most of the 27 Club deaths (aside from Cobain’s: he wrote a note), it is of course impossible to know what was in her mind at the end. This is the enigma of many sudden deaths. It is, however, plain that many of these artists, Amy included, were reckless and self-destructive over a period of years to the point of virtually throwing their lives away. And most were profoundly troubled in other ways.

Everybody knows that Brian Jones, Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, Jim Morrison, Kurt Cobain and Amy Winehouse used drink and drugs to excess. They were notorious for it. Why they behaved like this, what it was about them as people that made them self-destructive, is what this book is about. 

Apart from the headline coincidence of dying at the same age, the Big Six were all intelligent and talented people. Most were also psychologically flawed and, in many cases, they had personality disorders, bordering on mental illness. The roots and early shoots of such problems are often found in childhood. Despite appearing confident, many were dogged by low self-esteem. The business they went into is conducted at entry level in bars, where drink and drugs are part of the culture, and they developed bad habits when very young. All achieved fame in a giddy rush in their early twenties, getting high to celebrate success, conquer stage fright, beguile longueurs and overcome self-doubt. They tended to pair up with lovers who shared their frailties, while being surrounded by professional exploiters in a business that fetishises dissolute young rebels. Bored of past achievements, but unsure of their future, these fragile people got into the habit of getting high until they couldn’t control themselves. With all six there is a sense that they were weary of life by the end – not all the time, perhaps: even the condemned man will joke with his jailer. But behind the brave talk they’d had enough.

That all these stars died at 27 is a coincidence. Living accelerated lives, they wore themselves out that fast. But behind the coincidence is a common narrative that helps explain why Jones, Hendrix, Joplin, Morrison, Cobain and Winehouse exited life through Departure Gate 27, what Kurt Cobain’s friend Eric Erlandson describes as ‘that busy gate, the so-called stupid one’. Comparing their stories illuminates their individual fates, and helps explain Amy’s death in particular. 


One

THE YOUNG DIONYSIANS

[image: Image Missing]

The god Dionysus or Bacchus is best known to us as a personification of the vine and of the exhilaration produced by the juice of the grape. His ecstatic worship, characterised by wild dances, thrilling music, and tipsy excess, appears to have originated among the rude tribes of Thrace, who were notoriously addicted to drunkenness.

James George Frazer, The Golden Bough

1

Start at the beginning. If the 27s abused themselves because they were unhappy, which we shall see is generally true, when did unhappiness begin? The poets answer the question with universal truths. William Wordsworth wrote that ‘the child is father of the man’. Philip Larkin added that it’s our parents who fuck us up. ‘They may not mean to, but they do.’ The wisdom of these observations is borne out in the lives of the six principal 27s.

Let’s take them in order of demise, starting with Brian Jones. Despite his talent and achievements, history has not been kind to Brian. He founded the Rolling Stones. He was a key part of the band’s look and sound in the early years of its success, and precious few bands have been more successful. Yet if Brian is remembered at all, it is as a casualty of rock ’n’ roll – a weak, foolish and unpleasant person who could not cope with fame. He left the Stones by mutual agreement in 1969, dying a few weeks later in a drowning incident that remains controversial. The Stones went on to greater success without him, as if to prove he was never that important. When his former band mates speak of Brian it is often with pity, even contempt. To Keith Richards, Brian was ‘an asshole’. Yet there are those who remember him fondly.

Brian was born on 28 February 1942, the eldest child of Lewis and Louisa Jones, with two younger sisters, Barbara, four years his junior, and Pamela, who died in infancy. Dad was an engineer, an upright, church-going Welshman, who settled with his wife and family in Cheltenham, one of the most genteel towns in the west of England, where Brian attended Cheltenham Grammar School. As a result of this background, and that he was the best-spoken Rolling Stone – his voice had the self-consciously refined quality people of his background then typically adopted in public and on the telephone – he is often thought of as the most middle-class Stone. In fact, Mick Jagger was from a similar background.

Brian grew up in a semi-detached house at Hatherley Road, Cheltenham, where neighbours remember Mr and Mrs Jones as reserved. ‘Mum and Dad were very private, they didn’t chat to the neighbours or anything. If you saw them walking down the road they’d say good morning, or good afternoon, but that was about all,’ recalls neighbour Marlene Cole. Brian later complained that his parents were overly strict, and didn’t give him enough love. 

Several of the 27s showed signs of mood or personality disorders from an early age, conditions that border on mental illness. Brian was one. ‘[Brian] was bipolar,’ asserts Linda Lawrence, who had a child with Brian in the 1960s, later marrying the singer Donovan Leitch.1 The term ‘bipolar disorder’ has come to replace ‘manic-depression’, though the older term is helpfully self-descriptive. Generally, the sufferer experiences mood swings, from mania, where they become over-excited, to depression. Creative people are often bipolar, and the disorder is found in many members of the 27 Club. ‘The parents thought he was just a bad child,’ says Linda. ‘He was a sick human being that needed comfort and love.’ Brian also suffered from asthma. Linda says that a return visit to Cheltenham in adult life was so stressful to Brian that it would trigger an attack.

In common with all the principal 27s, Brian was intelligent. He also had a marked musical talent, which was not true of them all. His was a musical home, with Dad playing the organ and Mum giving piano lessons to local children. Unlike many rock musicians, Brian learned to read and write music, and he played a variety of instruments to a high standard, including the piano, clarinet, saxophone and guitar. ‘He could pick up any instrument, particularly stringed instruments, and find his way around them,’ recalls Peter ‘Buck’ Jones (no relation), who played with Brian in a local band. ‘He just lived for music.’

Unfortunately, Brian’s taste in music created conflict with his parents. As a teenager, he developed a passion for the blues, teaching himself slide guitar and harmonica in emulation of his American heroes. ‘[Brian’s father] thought it was the Devil’s music,’ says his friend Richard Hattrell. As Brian became more interested in the blues, he started to neglect his school work, which caused further friction. ‘Up to a certain point Brian was a perfectly normal, contented little boy, who behaved well and was well liked,’ Lewis Jones said of his son. ‘Then there came this peculiar change in his early teens … He seemed to have firstly a mild rebellion against authority, which unfortunately became stronger as he grew older. It was a rebellion against parental authority, and it was certainly a rebellion against school authority.’ 

Sex was a factor. Brian was a handsome lad, with a mop of blond hair, athletic enough to work as a lifeguard at Cheltenham Lido during his summer holidays. He had an eye for girls, especially young girls, whom he could impress, and they liked him. It was not only his appearance: Brian had a sensitivity that endeared him to the opposite sex, though girlfriends soon discovered that he was jealous, violent, promiscuous and irresponsible. 

While studying for his A levels, Brian dated a fourteen-year-old schoolgirl, who became pregnant with their child, to the consternation of their families. Arrangements were made for the baby to be adopted while the lovers finished their education. As soon as Brian completed his exams, he was packed off to London to train as an optometrist. He lasted two weeks in the capital before returning home. His parents next sent him to live with a family in Germany. He soon returned to Cheltenham where he took a series of unskilled jobs that fell short of his parents’ expectations, working briefly in a record shop, a factory, as a bus conductor and as a coalman. In the evenings Brian haunted local jazz clubs and dance halls, getting onstage to play guitar whenever he could. ‘[He] was not terribly likeable, because he was constantly wanting to play with people who may not have wanted to play with him,’ remembers Declan Connolly, who ran one club. ‘He was [a] bit pushy.’ 

A fling with a married woman resulted in Brian’s second illegitimate baby while he was still a teenager. As with the first, he played no part in the child’s upbringing. Then he met Pat Andrews, a fifteen-year-old sales assistant at Boots in Cheltenham, on a blind date at the Aztec Coffee Bar. ‘I walked into this room and there was this angel [with] beautiful golden hair,’ recalls Pat, who fell in love. ‘He was so charming, well-spoken, so articulate and knowledgeable.’ Pat got the impression that Mrs Jones didn’t think her good enough for her son, and that Brian wasn’t loved at home, not like Pat loved him. ‘I think Brian was looking for love,’ she says. ‘The one thing [Brian] wanted was for his father – more so than his mother – to say, “Brian, I’m proud of you. Well done.”’ From their point of view, of course, Mr and Mrs Jones were doing their best to raise respectable children, and Brian wouldn’t conform. He had squandered his education and showed no interest in establishing a conventional career, wasting time on what his parents considered dead-end jobs and vulgar music. Worst of all, their teenage son had already fathered two illegitimate children by two women, and now he was knocking about with another silly girl. It wouldn’t be long before Pat was pregnant, too.

Brian’s conflict with his parents reached breaking point at Christmas 1960. After work on 22 December, he brought Pat home to Hatherley Road, planning to go out later to celebrate her sixteenth birthday. The teenagers found the house empty, the lights off, and Brian’s suitcase in the drive. His parents had thrown him out. 
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Brian Jones’s childhood problems pale in comparison to those of Jimi Hendrix, whose family was poor and dysfunctional. Jimi – named Johnny Allen Hendrix at birth – was born in Seattle, in the state of Washington, on 27 November 1942. Like many African-Americans, his racial history was complex, his ancestors including African slaves, white slave owners and Cherokee Indians. His father, Al, had grown up in Vancouver, before moving to Seattle, sometimes named the Emerald City for its verdancy, derived from abundant rainfall. At a time when much of America was segregated, Seattle had a reputation as a relatively integrated city. 

Just before he was drafted for the Second World War, Al Hendrix had a relationship with a teenager named Lucille Jeter, which resulted in her becoming pregnant. Al and Lucille married in haste before Al went away. He didn’t see his son until he came back to Seattle after the war, by which time Jimi was three years old. The marriage was fractious. Al suspected Lucille had been unfaithful to him and threatened to divorce her, but they stayed together for a further six years. During this time, Lucille gave birth to five more children: Leon, Joe, Kathy, Pamela and Alfred. The last four were born with health problems, probably linked to poverty, and were given up for foster care. In later life, Al denied that he was their father. The only child he seemed to want to claim as his own was the one who became famous. 

Al and Lucille eventually divorced in 1951 when Jimi was nine, around the same age as Kurt Cobain and Amy Winehouse when their parents broke up. It is established that parental break-up can be a traumatic event in the life of a child, with consequences for their behaviour and mental health. Al and Lucille still saw something of each other, but increasingly Al lived alone with his eldest sons, Jimi and Leon, calling on relations, neighbours and friends to help raise the boys. The male Hendrix family moved frequently, living in cheap apartments and shack houses, mostly in the Central District of Seattle, where Jimi received his schooling and made friends, having dirt-bomb fights, acting out scenes from Flash Gordon and playing cowboys and Indians. ‘Jimi is part Cherokee, so we wanted him to be the Indian,’ remembers elementary-school buddy Sammy Drain.

Friends came to know a shy boy with artistic talent, a passion for music and an eccentric wardrobe. In adult life, Jimi was renowned for his individual clothing. He started dressing unconventionally by necessity, wearing cast-offs because his father didn’t have the money to clothe his sons properly, though he did find the money to drink. Al worked as a gardener, and after a hard day mowing lawns, he relaxed with alcohol. ‘His daddy drank a lot … he was a lush,’ says Sammy Drain. ‘He was a drunk … a wine drunk,’ says another friend, Pernell Alexander. ‘His dad would never buy [Jimi] anything.’ A third friend recalls that Jimi’s father also had a bad temper: ‘I was scared of Mr Hendrix,’ says Anthony Atherton, who met Jimi at Washington Junior High and stayed friends with him into adult life. ‘After he’d get home from work, he was pretty tired, and he had a pretty short fuse, and alcohol didn’t do him any justice.’

Jimi’s friends tended not to visit Jimi at home because of his father’s drinking and temper, and when they did call round they rarely saw Jimi’s mother. A drinker herself, Lucille Hendrix collapsed in an alley behind a bar and died of a ruptured spleen in 1958, when Jimi was fifteen. Al did not attend the funeral. Neither did his sons. ‘We both wanted to go,’ Leon told Hendrix biographer Charles R. Cross, ‘but Dad wouldn’t let us.’ 

Jimi’s interest in music started young, and became his obsession. Initially he pretended to play guitar on a broomstick, mimicking guitar sounds. ‘He was just going around the darn streets playing on this broomstick,’ chuckles Atherton. ‘People thought he was crazy.’ At the time Al and the boys were living in a boarding-house, whose landlord had a battered acoustic guitar for sale. When Al refused to buy the guitar for Jimi, a family friend gave him the money. The instrument was a wreck, with only one string, but Jimi coaxed music out of it, playing left-handed. Al tried to make his son use his right hand, with the result that Jimi learned both ways. 

Whatever his shortcomings as a father, Al bought Jimi his first electric guitar when he was sixteen, a right-handed instrument that he restrung. Jimi took his guitar everywhere, carrying it in a bag because he didn’t own a case. Neither did he have an amplifier. He went to Pernell Alexander’s house to plug in and play. Jimi’s obsession with music brought him into conflict with his father who wanted him to help with his gardening work. Jimi wasn’t much interested in gardening, and feared his father would confiscate his guitar as a punishment. He asked friends to look after it. ‘[He] was afraid his father would destroy it,’ says Anthony Atherton, who formed a jazz combo with Jimi and Pernell, the Velvetones. Unlike his friends, Jimi’s musical passion was for what the boys called ‘rotgut blues’, the Delta blues of Robert Johnson and others, the same music that had caught Brian Jones’s ear half a world away in Cheltenham, England. Jimi learned guitar licks from a local musician named Randy ‘Butch’ Snipes, whom friends also credit with teaching him such stage tricks as playing his guitar behind his back and with his teeth. As with Brian Jones, the guitar had come to dominate and define Jimi’s young life. ‘He always said he was going to be the world’s greatest guitar player, and no one ever really took him seriously,’ says Anthony Atherton. ‘But he did.’

Jimi dropped out of Garfield High School in 1960, at a time when he was increasingly at loggerheads with his father. Anthony Atherton says Jimi decided to join the military to get away from the old man: ‘He just couldn’t tolerate his father any longer.’ The boys went to the USAF recruiting centre in Seattle, hoping to sign up for pilot training, but failed the physical. ‘They said the G-force of flying a plane would be a little too much [for us],’ says Atherton, who later concluded that racism was probably the real reason they were rejected. 

Shortly after this, in May 1961, Jimi was arrested for stealing a car and jailed overnight. No sooner had he got out than he stole a second car. The judge agreed to a suspended sentence on the proviso that Jimi enrol in the military. He signed up for the 101st Airborne. If they wouldn’t let him fly planes, he would learn how to parachute out of them. So it was that Jimi Hendrix left his unhappy home in Seattle.
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In many ways, Janis Joplin is the 27 Club member most like Amy Winehouse. Apart from the fact that both were female stars in a male-dominated industry, they were highly intelligent, articulate, quick-witted, well-read women with a lust for life; they loved to sing, joke, have sex and get high; they were also outspoken and flamboyant, with a unique sense of style. Yet Janis and Amy were profoundly insecure.

Born on 19 January 1943, Janis was the first child of Dorothy and Seth Joplin. She had two younger siblings, Laura and Michael. The family lived in Port Arthur, Texas, an oil town twenty miles inland from the Gulf of Mexico. Seth Joplin worked for Texaco. In her biography of her sister, Love, Janis, Laura Joplin describes a happy, stable, middle-class home, in which ‘Janis was a bright, precocious child with a winning smile’. But Janis’s adolescence was blighted by severe acne and, despite her cleverness and wit, she was ranked down the scale of teen popularity in Port Arthur because of her complexion, plain face and inelegant figure, which hurt. In interviews Janis gave the impression that her childhood had been a humiliation, complaining to the chat-show host Dick Cavett: ‘They laughed me out of class, out of town, and out of the state, man.’ She may have been self-dramatising: in her book, Laura Joplin recalls that Janis had many friends at high school, including a nice-looking boyfriend. This may be so. But it is Janis’s perception that is important and, as with other 27s, she seemed to have had a distorted vision of herself, as if seeing herself in a fairground mirror.

On the surface Janis’s background was conservative and predictable, which is true of Amy Winehouse’s, though there were hidden tensions. Neither girl was raised in the epicentre of a great city, nor had parents of particular achievement, ambition or sophistication, though there was a modest degree of creative flair in both families. By background, Janis might have been expected to become a housewife and mother, sharing the values of her parents. Yet she made herself extraordinary, becoming a Bohemian who lived without regard for convention, moreover a white girl who sang the blues with as much heart as Bessie Smith. 

Janis found inspiration for the person she became in literature as well as music. ‘Janis always said, “I’m a beatnik,”’ notes her friend and road manager John Byrne Cooke. Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, published when Janis was fourteen, had a powerful influence on her, as it did on many contemporaries who went on to be music stars. Janis was enthused by the lust for life Kerouac captures in his novel, and his romantic vision of America, ‘all that raw land that rolls in one unbelievable huge bulge over to the West Coast, and all that road going, all the people dreaming in the immensity of it …’ 

Beatnik themes of travel, exploration and experience were also part of the folk-music revival of the late 1950s/early 1960s, and Janis was a folk singer before she became a rock vocalist. It was from singing a song made famous by Odetta that Janis discovered she had a voice. Like all the great singers, Janis sounded as if she meant what she sang. Singing was not so much a performance as an expression of her inner self.

She began to seek out and embrace all kinds of experiences, including drunkenness. The characters Janis read about in novels typically drank (apart from the beats, she was taken with F. Scott Fitzgerald); and most of the adults she knew drank. Indeed, there may have been a problem in the Joplin family. Musician Sam Andrew, who was close to Janis throughout her career, came to understand that Seth Joplin was an alcoholic, though he managed to conceal and control it. ‘Janis’s father was a drinker. There may be some connection – maybe it was chemical.’ 

Janis’s increasingly rebellious lifestyle led to run-ins with the police, which is typical of the 27s. The first incident came when she was on a double date with some boys who threw fire crackers from their car. Not long after this, she went on a joy ride to New Orleans with older boys and was stopped by police. Because of Janis’s age, the young men she was with were technically in breach of the Mann Act, which prohibits taking underage girls across state lines. Janis was sent home in disgrace. But she had caught the travel bug. A dissipated trip to Houston followed. ‘[I] took a lot of pills, drank huge quantities of wine and flipped out,’ she wrote of the adventure, adding that she was sent home and ‘put in the hospital’. Janis’s anxious parents also sent her to a counsellor, one of several mental-health experts Janis would consult over the next few years. 

After graduating from high school, Janis enrolled at college in Beaumont, Texas, dropping out after one semester to take a clerical job. When she tired of it, she went to work in Los Angeles where she fell in with some ‘big-league junkies’. By 1962 she was back in Texas, at the University of Texas at Austin, majoring in art. Janis sang with a student folk group, the Waller Creek Boys. She dated a member of the band, and fell pregnant, but lost the child. Her sex life had become promiscuous and varied, with lesbian as well as male lovers, and she was experimenting with drugs as well as drink in the beatnik spirit of wanting to imbibe experience. Janis became one of the biggest personalities on campus, a larger-than-life character who revelled in attention. Yet, paradoxically, she was easily hurt. Some friends say Janis laughed when her fellow students nominated her for the annual Ugly Man competition. Others say she cried.

Janis decided she’d had enough of Austin, and Texas. She wanted to explore America. ‘I figured it out,’ she said. ‘Got to get outa Texas … Soon as I get outa Texas everything’s gonna be OK.’ In January 1962 she dropped out of university and hitch-hiked to San Francisco, the destination of Kerouac’s characters in On the Road as they race across the continent in search of kicks, and themselves. 
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Uniquely among the 27s, words were more important than music to Jim Morrison. The intellectual of the Big Six, Jim was a voracious reader who aspired to be a poet before he became the front man of the Doors. He was trying to return to the life of a writer when he died. 

James Douglas Morrison was born in Melbourne, Florida, on 8 December 1943, making him slightly younger than Jones, Hendrix and Joplin, though their careers overlapped. His parents were Steve and Clara Morrison, and he had two younger siblings, Anne and Andy. Steve Morrison was a naval pilot who rose through the ranks to become the captain of an aircraft carrier when Jim was in college, ultimately achieving the exalted rank of rear admiral. When Jim was young, though, his father was, of course, more junior, and the family lived relatively modestly, moving frequently as Dad was posted to various bases. ‘We didn’t have any set home,’ says Andy Morrison, who quashes speculation that this itinerant life made Jim wayward. On the contrary, he says the Morrison kids enjoyed travelling. ‘It never bothered us. It teaches you to be outgoing.’ 

With the words of Wordsworth and Larkin in mind, Jim’s relationship with his parents is particularly interesting. Jim wrote and sang about wanting to kill his father and have sex with his mother in the Oedipal section of ‘The End’. Even if this was purely a work of the imagination, the biographical background is striking. Jim severed contact with his family when he was on the brink of fame, telling his publicist that his parents were dead. When it emerged that both parents were alive, and they wanted to see their son, Jim snubbed them. In a 1969 interview, he explained that he originally told people his parents were dead ‘as some kind of joke’, but he confirmed that he had no contact with them. His younger brother – whom he still saw – suggests that Jim may have been embarrassed, as a rock star at the time of the Vietnam War, to have a father of high rank in the military. Even so, it is remarkable that Jim declined to receive his mother when she came backstage at a Doors show, and refused to take her calls. Jim’s former manager, Asher Dann, believes Jim hated his parents. Evidently something had gone wrong in his childhood. 

The Morrison children were brought up to be as tough and self-sufficient as their parents. Andy Morrison describes their navy mom as a no-nonsense woman with ‘a hard streak’. If one of the children was in a bad mood and sulked, the whole family would turn on them, ‘like a pack of dogs’, teasing them mercilessly. ‘It helped you for life in the future, anyway, it toughed you up.’ Andy recalls Dad as ‘real easy-going’, so long as the children abided by his rules, but concedes that Admiral Morrison may have been stricter with his first-born – and, indeed, Jim later complained about the discipline. At the same time he was the apple of his father’s eye, according to his brother, who notes that after Jim died Steve Morrison would make the touching subconscious error of addressing him as ‘Jim’.

Along with the fact that Jim was raised in an atmosphere of military discipline and high expectations, it is surely significant that his father was away at sea for up to nine months of the year. This meant that Jim became ‘the little man around the house’, as Andy Morrison observes. ‘So he and my mother – I’m not getting into the song “The End” or anything. There was nothing sexual, as far as I know – but they had a different kind of relationship.’ Jim and his mother had the domestic arguments of a couple. ‘I didn’t know you wrestled with your mother,’ observes Andy, of one fight he witnessed.

Although the Morrisons moved frequently, they lived within a community of naval families, Steve and Clara socialising with fellow officers and their wives. At boozy weekend house parties, Steve Morrison restricted himself to two gins and tonic. But Clara drank to excess. ‘She drank too much when he was at sea,’ says Andy, emphasising that this became most noticeable after his father had made admiral. ‘She’d have the captain’s wife and the commander’s wife [over to the house]. All the girls in the unit were like a bunch of hens, and they’d get together at night. I’d come home at one in the morning and they’re still sitting around in the living room drinking. When Dad got home, he put a stop to that.’ Like their mother, Jim and Andy were heavy drinkers in adult life.

The family considered Jim a borderline genius. He read widely, interested in history, philosophy, literary fiction and poetry, including the work of Baudelaire, Rimbaud and the beat writers. Like Janis Joplin, Jim saw his yearning for experience expressed in On the Road, and affected a beatnik look and habits as a teenager, wearing shabby clothes and acquiring bongo drums, which he played in his basement den. He also took piano lessons briefly, but never learned to play an instrument with proficiency. Words were what excited Jim, writing rather than singing them. ‘I never did any singing,’ he told Rolling Stone, looking back on his youth. ‘I never even conceived it. I thought I was going to be a writer or a sociologist, maybe write plays.’ Anne expected her brother to become a poet ‘and be poor all his life’. As an example of his intellectual interests, she notes that when he graduated from high school in 1961 he asked his parents for the complete works of Friedrich Nietzsche as a reward, which says something about the sort of boy he was and offers a key to understanding the performer he became. 

As a young man, Jim was enthused by The Birth of Tragedy, published when Nietzsche was 27, an exploration of Greek tragedy via the idea that there were two primal forces in Greek art: the Apollonians, who, like the god Apollo, were orderly and rational; and the Dionysians, who, like Dionysus (also known as Bacchus), were transgressive. Nietzsche suggested that great art was created in the conflict between those forces, which are archetypes. In mythology, Dionysus is the son of Zeus, the product of a liaison with a mortal. Zeus’s jealous wife persecuted Dionysus, causing him to wander the world accompanied by frenzied worshipping women known as Maenads. Dionysus is the god of wine. He is sometimes depicted as a handsome young man, but also as an older bearded man with a drink, and is associated with both drunkenness and licentiousness. The relevance to the rock star Jim Morrison is striking. The Doors’ female fans were modern Maenads.

Jim became fascinated with the Dionysian archetype, as described by Nietzsche, who wrote that Dionysian excess was a path to wisdom. Intoxicated with the idea, Jim became a Dionysian rock star: wild, drunken, sexually free and transgressive. He often referred to Dionysus in conversation, and is described in Dionysian terms by his band mates. In fact, all six principal 27s could be said to have lived Dionysian lives. But Jim Morrison was the only one who intellectualised his debauchery.

After leaving school Jim enrolled at St Petersburg Junior College in Florida, transferring to Florida State University where he studied philosophy and theatre history and acted in student productions. He was arrested for the first time in 1963, for being drunk and disorderly, a tentative start to the Dionysian life. That year Steve Morrison became captain of the USS Bon Homme Richard. Jim spoke of the shock of seeing his father in command of that mighty vessel. ‘That was another pivotal point in his life when Jim went out on [the] aircraft carrier and realised his father could launch these planes, some of which were carrying really nasty weapons,’ says Vince Treanor, the Doors’ road manager. ‘Jim said he couldn’t conceive that one man could have that much power, and life and death decision over hundreds, if not thousands of people, and I think it was one of the things that put Jim into rebellion against the establishment.’

Still, Jim’s parents tried to accommodate their precocious son. They supported his decision to leave Florida State and enrol in film school at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA). Steve Morrison reasoned that if Jim was serious about getting into the movie industry, as he said, this was the place to go. 

Jim came into his own at UCLA. ‘When he got to LA, all of sudden he was out in the open, he was free,’ says Vince Treanor. ‘That was when he began to realise there was an open horizon out there.’ Jim made significant new friends at UCLA, including two film students of French background, Alain Ronay and Agnès Varda, both of whom would play a part in the drama of his death in Paris. Most importantly, he met Ray Manzarek. A tall, bespectacled film student of Polish immigrant stock, Manzarek was four years older than Jim, and had already served a year and a half in the US Army. Like Jim, Ray was an intellectual. He was also an accomplished keyboard player, a blues aficionado who played in a surf band, Rick and the Ravens. The students would go to clubs to see the Ravens perform. One night Jim got up with them and sang ‘Louie, Louie’.

Also hanging around campus was the poet Michael C. Ford, who recalls sitting with Jim in film classes given by Josef von Sternberg at the end of his illustrious career. While von Sternberg held forth on directing The Blue Angel, Jim composed poetry. Ford was impressed by what he wrote. ‘I would read things that to me were astonishing … I thought it had a brilliance about it.’ Jim had been a drinker since high school, but it was at UCLA that he started using marijuana and LSD to ‘super-charge his lyric writing,’ says Ford. ‘I think he was hooked on the whole idea of trying everything, [even] become addicted to it. That’s romantic, too.’ In this frame of mind, and under the influence, Jim became an increasingly wild Dionysian character. He also changed in appearance, losing his youthful pudginess, allowing his hair to grow long and curly, taking on the idealised appearance of a Greek god.

Upon leaving UCLA in the spring of 1965, aged 21, Jim seemed unsure of what he wanted to do with his life, other than that he didn’t want to be drafted for the Vietnam War. He was registered for the draft, classified 1-A (qualified for service) in January 1962, then granted student deferment until the summer of 1965. Selective Services were about to contact him again, with every chance that Jim would be packed off to war. Meanwhile, he talked about going to New York to pursue his film career, but he ended up doing very little. He hung around Venice Beach, sleeping at a friend’s house, sunbathing and getting high. 

One day Ray Manzarek bumped into Jim on the beach and asked what he had been doing since college. ‘I’ve been writing some songs,’ Jim replied, according to Ray’s memory of the pivotal conversation of their lives. That Jim spoke of song lyrics, rather than poems, may have been due to Bob Dylan’s recent success in marrying poetry to popular song. 

‘You know what, sing me a song,’ Ray urged. ‘Let me hear what you’ve been writing.’

Jim recited ‘Moonlight Drive’, which begins:


Let’s swim to the moon

Let’s climb through the tide



Ray imagined music behind the sinuous, poetic words, the best lyrics he’d ever heard. ‘Man, we got to get a band together,’ he said. ‘We’re gonna make a million dollars!’  
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The fifth principal character in the story of the 27 Club was born on 20 February 1967, a month before the Doors released their début album, making Jim Morrison famous. The Rolling Stones were established. The Jimi Hendrix Experience had been launched successfully in Britain, and were about to break in America, as was Janis Joplin with Big Brother and the Holding Company. We shall catch up with all these stories in due course.

While the sixties started to swing, Kurt Cobain was born and raised in Aberdeen, Washington, a logging town a hundred miles south-west of Seattle, a journey that takes the traveller through a wet, green landscape mostly given over to forest, the gaps between the trees accommodating farms, hamlets, factories, trailer parks and cheap motels. Finally the road enters the port of Aberdeen, on the eastern shore of Grays Harbor, on the Pacific Ocean. Aberdeen is an unpretentious working-class place, rough around the edges, especially since the logging industry went into decline. In Kurt’s youth Aberdeen was busier, well supplied with bars and whorehouses for the entertainment of the men who worked on the docks and in the saw mills. Such is the perversity of life that a sensitive, artistic boy was born into a place he decried as a ‘redneck logger town’.

Kurt was the eldest child of Don and Wendy Cobain (née Fradenburg), teenage sweethearts from Aberdeen High. Wendy fell pregnant shortly after she graduated, giving birth to Kurt when she was nineteen. A second child, Kimberley, followed when Kurt was three. There was a history of odd behaviour and violent death in the extended family. On his mother’s side, Kurt’s great-grandfather died in a mental hospital of a self-inflicted stab wound. His daughter, Kurt’s Grandma Fradenburg, subsequently became a recluse. On his father’s side, Kurt’s great-grandfather, Art Cobain, a county sheriff, died in bizarre circumstances. Reaching for a cigarette he dislodged his pistol, which fell to the ground, went off and shot him dead. Two of Sheriff Cobain’s sons, Burle and Kenny, chose suicide by gunshot. Kurt decided there were ‘suicide genes’ in the family. 

Kurt’s father worked as a mechanic, later in a saw mill. When Kurt was two the family moved to a small wood-frame house on East 1st Street in a part of Aberdeen known as Felony Flats, overlooked by the more prosperous citizens on Think of Me Hill (named after a sign for a brand of cigars). Largely because of Kurt’s comments in interviews, Aberdeen has acquired a bad reputation. It was certainly provincial, conservative and stratified when he grew up there, but everybody knew each other; there were plentiful jobs when Kurt was a boy; and it was a safe place for children, with space to play, trees to climb and rivers to explore. Sitting on the bank of the Wishkah river under the Young Street Bridge, at the end of his road, Kurt might have imagined himself in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. It was an ideal place to make a camp. Later, when Kurt found that he wasn’t welcome at home, he camped for real under the bridge, inspiring the song ‘Something in the Way’.

Kurt was a hyperactive child, treated with Ritalin when he was seven. Later he developed mood swings. He decided he was manic-depressive (bipolar). He was also an artistic rather than a sporty boy, which seems to have been a disappointment to his father, with whom he had a poor relationship. ‘Don was kind of mean to him. [He] would go by and flip his [finger] on his head. I said, “What did you do that for?”’ recalls Kurt’s uncle, Chuck Fradenburg. Don said he wanted to discipline Kurt. ‘Poor little guy, he [didn’t] know what’s going on. He was probably five or six years old at the time. And I saw [Don] do other kind of verbal abuse to him – tell him he’s dumb, he’s stupid.’ 

The major trauma of Kurt’s young life came shortly after his ninth birthday, in 1976, when Wendy Cobain announced that she wanted a divorce. Don tried to persuade his wife that they should stay together, but Wendy was determined. ‘There was a lot of arguing, that’s what Kurt didn’t like. He didn’t understand,’ says Uncle Chuck. Don moved out of the family home, though he continued to have hope for the marriage. ‘Donny, for a long time there, he thought he was going to get her back,’ says his father, Leland Cobain. But it wasn’t to be. The Cobains divorced, with Wendy retaining custody of the children. Kurt scrawled on his bedroom wall: ‘I hate Mom, I hate Dad. Dad hates Mom, Mom hates Dad.’ In later life he harked back to the divorce as the point at which his life had gone wrong; he blamed not only his parents, but a generation of adults who pursued personal happiness over the welfare of their children – at a time when the divorce rate rose dramatically in the United States. ‘Every parent made the same mistake … my story is exactly the same as ninety per cent of everyone my age,’ Kurt said. ‘All these kids my age found themselves asking the same question at the same time – why the fuck are my parents getting divorced?’2

Divorce had a calamitous effect on Kurt, as it did on other members of the 27 Club. ‘It just destroyed his life. He changed completely. I think he was ashamed. And he became very inward,’ his mother has said. Marriage break-ups are one of the primary causes of psychiatric disorders in children, and Kurt started to show signs of being disturbed. He began to complain of stomach pain, which unhappy children often do to win sympathy and time off school (truancy and absenteeism are common in disturbed children). Kurt continued to complain of stomach pain into adulthood, ultimately using it as an excuse to use heroin. 
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