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        27: Janis Joplin


        On Saturday 3 October 1970, Bobby Womack received a phone call at his Los Angeles home.[1] It was from Janis Joplin, who was recording in the city at Sunset Sound studios. ‘Everybody tells me they have recorded at least one of your songs,’ she told the great soul singer and songwriter. ‘I just want to say I’ve recorded one. Can you bring me a song?’


        At first Womack was not convinced the call was from her. To reassure him, she put her producer, Paul Rothchild, on the line.


        Bobby Womack drove over to Sunset Sound. ‘She was a real fruit-cake: she had every piece of fruit on her hat,’ Womack recalled.[2] She was also holding a small bell. ‘Play your songs,’ she instructed him, ‘and every time I don’t like something I will ring it.’


        The first tune that Womack played for her was one called ‘Trust Me’. Janis didn’t ring the bell. ‘I love it, that’s the song. Bobby, we got one.’


        For the next couple of hours, Bobby played her all the other songs he had brought down. After each of these numbers – or even before they had been completed – Janis would ring her bell. Eventually she told him that she had never intended to sing more than one of his tunes, and had already established that it would be ‘Trust Me’.


        Then she asked him to stick around and play on the song, which she intended to record immediately. ‘We showed “Trust Me” to her outfit, The Full Tilt Boogie Band, cut it and wrapped it up.’[3]


        Womack noted that throughout this time at the studio, Janis Joplin seemed depressed and tearful. He heard her on the phone, speaking with her latest boyfriend, Seth Morgan; he wouldn’t come to Los Angeles to visit her, Womack overheard, unless she sent him some money. ‘I heard her scream into the phone, “You always want money from me, that’s all you want.”’[4] Bobby Womack put his comforting arms around the distressed singer. But his actions, he felt, were to no avail: Janis had been hitting the Southern Comfort. ‘I’d only met her that day, but I could see the girl’s life was in turmoil, a whole mess of trouble.’[5]


        Because she had been drinking, Janis decided to leave her Porsche in the studio’s parking lot; could Bobby Womack give her a ride to where she was staying, at the nearby Landmark Hotel?


        Womack led her to his new Mercedes 600.


        Janis was extremely impressed. ‘How’d you get a car like this?’ she asked him.


        ‘From writing songs for people like you,’ came Bobby Womack’s direct answer.


        As they drove towards her hotel on Franklin Avenue, a couple of lines suddenly slipped out of Janis’s mouth: ‘Oh Lord, won’t you buy me a Mercedes Benz / My friends all drive Porsches, I must make amends . . .’


        Insisting that the soul maestro turn his vehicle around and return to the studio, they headed back to Sunset Sound, Janis completing writing the song en route.


        The Full Tilt Boogie Band had already departed, and Paul Rothchild himself was readying to leave. Janis Joplin persuaded him otherwise. With Womack on electric guitar and Janis on acoustic, they quickly put the number down on tape.


        Again, they left the studio. Now it was around midnight.


        Back at the Landmark Hotel, they headed for Janis’s room, number 105.


        Sitting there, talking, listening to Bobby Womack’s Lookin’ for a Love album – which she had asked him to bring in to the hotel from his Mercedes – Janis told him that she wanted to cross over to black audiences. ‘I don’t want to be Tina Turner. I want to be Janis Joplin and I want to go out on the black side of town and be able to sing and show those people that I used to sing for drinks in New Orleans . . . You take me to the ghetto and I’ll take you to the white side of town,’ she proposed.


        Then Janis began to open up, revealing her myriad insecurities, telling Womack how kids at her school would call her ugly and that now they viewed her as a freak; all she wanted, she said, was to be loved. ‘I understood how vulnerable she had become,’ he recalled.[6]


        Bobby Womack felt that they might end up having sex. But instead the subject of drugs raised its head. Why did she do heroin? he asked her. ‘She told me she became a user to bury all her thoughts and deaden her from the world. “Because it lays me back.”’[7]


        But then she took a call. Her smack connection was on his way over, and Womack had better leave.


        They hugged, and Bobby Womack left the Landmark.


        Apart from her heroin dealer, the soul legend was the last person to see Janis Joplin alive.


        *


        Janis Joplin was born in Port Arthur, Texas, on 19 January 1943, to Dorothy (née East), a 30-year-old registrar at a business college, and her husband, 33-year-old Seth Ward Joplin, an engineer at Texaco (in its heyday, Port Arthur was considered to be the ‘oil capital of the world’). Both were supporters of the Republican Party. Janis had two younger siblings, Michael and Laura. The family attended the Church of Christ, and would say grace before each meal.


        In the Lone Star State in the 1930s, people would describe Janis Joplin’s mother, Dorothy, as ‘the Lily Pons of Texas’, because of her splendid operatic soprano. Dorothy also adored the music of Cole Porter. ‘She sang at any opportunity, which in Amarillo (where she had been raised) meant church, weddings, and the Kiwanis club,’ wrote Laura, her second daughter.[8]


        Both parents were driven by intellectual concerns, Janis’s cigarette-smoking flapper mother a fan of Dostoevsky and Tolstoy. Her father, Seth, would smoke still-legal marijuana and make bathtub gin:[9] hard-drinking was part of Texan culture. At university in Austin Janis would later write a song called ‘What Good Can Drinking Do?’ in which she described how she might drink all night, but ‘still feel blue’.[10]


        As a very young child, Janis was taught to play the piano by her mother, busking along to nursery rhymes. Over such a choice of material, however, her father took offence – only the music of Frederic Chopin was good enough for him. Before she was six, the piano had been sold. (Seth had a private reason for this: Dorothy had had a thyroid operation that irrevocably changed the sound of her voice, effectively spoiling it, a flaw emphasized when she would sing with Janis around the piano.)


        Port Arthur was an inland port, linked by a 20-mile canal to the Gulf of Mexico. Only four feet above sea level, and distinctly provincial, although known for its excellent schools, the city had a population of 57,000 people. Semi-tropical, during autumn it had a pronounced rainy season. ‘What’s happening never happens there. It’s all drive-in movies and Coke stands on the corner, and anyone with ambition like me leaves as soon as they can or they’re taken over, repressed, and cut down,’ Janis said later.[11] What Janis was omitting from her memory of her hometown was that it had a wild underbelly, catering to the various needs of the merchant sailors who worked on the oil tankers. For such characters, whorehouses were the principal social centres; the establishment run by one Marcella Chadwell was the most celebrated, but there were others with sizable reputations, such as Grace’s Wood Yard. Once Janis and some girlfriends stole a construction sign and stuck it in front of Grace’s; it read, ‘Men at Work’.[12] For non-participants in such a world, however, many of whom did not realize such institutions even existed, redneck Port Arthur was suffocatingly straitlaced. (In 1961 these brothels were shut down, and the town cleaned up.)


        Janis Lyn Joplin’s birth was slightly premature, three weeks prior to her expected date. With a broad, intelligent forehead and curly blonde hair, the young girl was clearly spirited and sensitive.


        Despite his orthodox employment, and his taking against nursery rhymes, Seth encouraged his wife’s cultural aspirations for their children. All the kids would be taken on weekly trips to the local public library – learning was understood to be at a premium. Janis herself demonstrated a real talent for art, with innate drawing abilities.


        Early in her teens she had a summer job, working as an intern at the local library when she was 14, momentarily becoming a local celebrity. That she was doing the artwork for the institution’s posters, a series illustrating The Wizard of Oz, was picked up by the local press: The Port Arthur News photographed her in front of one of her illustrations. Beneath the headline ‘Library Job Brings Out Teenager’s Versatility’, Janis Joplin was quoted in the article: ‘It gives me a chance to practice art and at the same time to do something worthwhile for the community.’[13] Later in her teens Janis was very much a painter, taking up oils. What the newspaper article did not mention was that, according to her classmate David W. McFadden, ‘she had a reputation for going out behind the public library on school nights to make out with boys.’[14] Later she would comment in interviews on how she had been ostracized at high school. ‘Janis Joplin got a category all to herself: slut,’ said her classmate James Ray Guidry.[15] As a member of the First Christian Church choir, she had a reputation for letting boys feel her up after practice was over. ‘If you want to make out, take Janis Joplin home,’ remembered another member of the choir, the Reverend Darrell Evans.[16] It could be said, of course, that in right-wing, neurotically conventional Port Arthur, Janis Joplin was simply more courageous than others of her own age: two decades later, her behaviour would have been seen as almost conventional.


        All the same, at Thomas Jefferson High School, she worked on her high school literary magazine, the Driftwood, both writing and illustrating. She also wrote for the Sea Breeze, the school paper. This was one of the few areas at the school where she felt she fitted in.
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