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This book is dedicated to Lynn Ann Veres, my wife of fifty years (so far). She’s the only person I’ve ever met who lets me be me. And that’s why I’ll always love her.
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THE HENRY HUDSON HOTEL


“Robby! This is God speaking! And we’re gonna throw you right out of this universe!”


It wasn’t God on the phone. It was Jim Morrison. I hung up.


The call came in at some ungodly hour in the fall of 1966. The Doors had recently arrived in New York City to play a monthlong residency at the Ondine Discotheque, to finish the mixing of our debut album, and to make a promotional film for our first single. We were playing five half-hour sets each night, finishing just shy of sunrise. I valued the little sleep I was able to get.


Our lawyer had arranged for us to stay at the Henry Hudson Hotel in midtown Manhattan. On the floor above us the Chambers Brothers had a series of suites, so we often ended up getting stoned with them after coming home from our respective gigs. On our nights off, drummer John Densmore and I explored jazz clubs in the Village. During the daylight hours, keyboardist Ray Manzarek and his girlfriend, Dorothy, ventured out to the museums. Even though the New York crowd hadn’t heard our songs before, they seemed to dig us, and the local groupies seemed fascinated by these mysterious aliens from California. I had brief flings with several of them, including Rory Flynn, a six-foot-tall model I knew from back in L.A., who also happened to be Errol Flynn’s daughter. I found out later that the groupies at Ondine’s compared notes with one another and bestowed ratings on their conquests. I didn’t get much attention from anyone after Rory, so I must not have rated too highly.


We were a young band on our way up. There was plenty of cause for celebration. But as usual, Jim celebrated harder than the rest of us.


The night after my phone call from God, we went to Thanksgiving dinner at our producer Paul Rothchild’s house in New Jersey, and Jim celebrated so hard that he was hitting on Paul’s wife right at the table. Paul took it in stride, but when he gave us a ride back to the Henry Hudson Hotel, Jim kept grabbing Paul by the hair, causing him to swerve and nearly crash. It took the whole band to drag Jim back to his hotel room. We hoped if we could just get him into bed he’d wind down and pass out. Instead, he stripped naked and jumped out the window.


Jim had a particular technique for jumping out of windows. I’d seen him do it a few times before. Back then, John and I were sharing a house in Laurel Canyon, and one night, Jim stopped by when we had some girls over. He decided to freak the girls out by breaking into a run and leaping off our balcony. His jump included a well-timed twist that allowed him to grab hold of the ledge, where he would dangle for a while until he got the attention he needed. Then he would pull himself up, to the gasping relief and accelerated heartbeats of any females who had witnessed it.


Our Laurel Canyon house was only two stories tall, though. This time Jim was dangling a dozen floors above the unforgiving concrete and honking traffic of Fifty-Eighth Street. And judging from the gratuitous nudity, he was even drunker than usual, so I didn’t have much confidence in his grip.


We raced across the room to pull him back in. If we hadn’t been there, he probably wouldn’t have been able to rescue himself. Then again, if we hadn’t been there, he probably wouldn’t have jumped for the shock value in the first place. Once we pulled him back inside, Jim tackled me onto the bed. While John and Ray secured the window, Jim kept me pinned down as he jokingly writhed around, pretending to put the moves on me. Sure, it was the sixties, but I didn’t swing quite that far. I shoved him off the bed and watched him cackle with laughter on the floor.


Looking back, I think Jim subconsciously knew that John or Ray would never have put up with his impromptu Greco-Roman seduction act. Jim was always driven to test his limits, and even at his most intoxicated, he was still instinctively aware of exactly what those limits were. That night, he saw me as the band member with the best sense of humor. So I was the limit he decided to test.


It’s funny to me now, but it wasn’t funny to me at the time. I was twenty years old, the youngest member of the band. I didn’t have any authority over these guys, and I didn’t have any understanding of how to cope with this level of chaos. I was constantly being placed at the crossroads between rock ’n’ roll stardom and scooping our lead singer’s brains off the pavement.


We stayed in Jim’s room for another hour or so as he calmed down and passed out. The next day he greeted me as if nothing ever happened. Jim rarely remembered his drunken fits, leaving the rest of us to pick up the pieces. I told him what he’d done, and it was like he was hearing a story about someone else. His reply, as usual, was something like “Wow, that’s terrible” or “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.”


His apologies were so simple, and yet so hypnotic. I still don’t know how he got us to forgive him for half the stuff he did. There was something about his sober nature that made you feel bad about holding a grudge. Hanging from a window ledge, wrestling me naked on his hotel bed, all of it after embarrassing us in front of our producer and waking me up in the middle of the night with prank calls — why was I putting up with it? How can a simple apology cover it? Why was I sticking with this band when one of its crucial elements seemed bent on destroying everything?


All I knew was that I could never walk away. We were still playing small clubs, and we were still unknown to most of the world, but I could already see the future. I knew that Jim could be as big a rock star as anyone who had come before him, and I knew the Doors had the potential to become the biggest group in America. Regardless of whatever else might happen along the way, I was all in.


Two months later, we released a debut album that would prove my instincts right and that would forever alter the trajectory of our lives. But in the ensuing years I would repeatedly be reminded of the lesson I learned at the Henry Hudson Hotel: Jim Morrison may not have been God, but he most certainly had the power to throw me right out of this universe.




THE WORST HAIR IN ROCK ’N’ ROLL


A critic once said I had “the worst hair in rock ’n’ roll.” It stung pretty bad, but I can’t say they were wrong. I always battled with my naturally frizzy, kinky Jewfro, so one day my friend Bill Wolff and I experimented with Ultra Sheen, a hair relaxer marketed mainly to Black consumers. The results were remarkable. Wolff, as we all called him, said, “You’re starting to look like that jerk Bryan MacLean,” which was the closest he ever came to giving me a compliment. MacLean was the guitarist for Love, and his lustrous mop top resembled that of Rolling Stones guitarist Brian Jones. I don’t know if I looked as good as MacLean or Jones did, but it was a marked improvement over my usual bird’s nest.


Our hair relaxer experiment happened to occur about a week before Wolff and I auditioned for the Doors. Wolff tried out a few days before I did and I was surprised he didn’t get picked. He was a much more experienced and technical player than I was. We had taken flamenco guitar classes together, we had formed a jug band together, we had played as part of a folk trio together, and we had jammed in an acid rock band with Doors drummer John Densmore together. Wolff was the Doors’ first choice. I was their second. But my hair looked better, and my bottleneck made all the difference.


If you walk into a music store today, you can pick up a professional guitar bottleneck made of chromed steel, glazed ceramic, lightweight titanium, borosilicate glass, or even high-tech carbon fiber. When Wolff and I were learning guitar, we just smashed bottles. My favorites were the cheap California champagne bottles because they had the perfect shape, and the glass was slightly thicker than most wine bottles. Sometimes we’d put in the effort to tape up the jagged edges or melt them over a flame, but usually I just left them sharp. I figured if I ever got into a bar fight somewhere it might come in handy.


Wolff and I loved listening to records by Blind Willie Johnson, Blind Lemon Jefferson, Blind Willie McTell, the Five Blind Boys of Alabama … their lack of sight apparently left them with a heightened sense of slide guitar. We didn’t have a teacher who could instruct us on bottleneck technique, so we did our best to figure it out on our own. Originally I was a purist and exclusively played acoustic, but just before my audition for the Doors I had become enamored with the sound of a bottleneck slide on an electric guitar.


So one day in the fall of 1965 I drove my electric guitar, my amplifier, and my weaponized California champagne bottleneck to a parking lot behind an office building in Santa Monica. At the edge of the lot was an alley, and in that alley was a little dilapidated house. Inside the house lived a guy named Hank, who graciously allowed the Doors to use his Yamaha piano and rehearse in his cramped living room. No neighbors meant no noise complaints.


I had previously met everyone in the band, so there was no need for introductions, and John had already given me a copy of their six-song demo, so I came prepared. The first song we ever played together was my favorite of their six tracks: “Moonlight Drive.” The demo version was much more bouncy and bluesy than the one we’d later record together, and Jim sang in a fluttering high register that Doors fans would hardly recognize today. The guitar part plodded predictably in time with the piano. I played along faithfully.


Then I asked if I could try something. I slipped on my bottleneck and we ran through the song again as I wove in a warbling, spaced-out slide riff. Between my flamenco fingerpicking and my Muddy Waters bottlenecking I guess I stood out from the other candidates. Jim went crazy for the sound of the bottleneck and said the Doors should use it on every song. And that’s why I ended up getting the gig over Wolff. All it took was one song to know it felt right.


The hair relaxer wore off after a few months and my sexy mop top went back to looking like a frayed Brillo pad. But thankfully by then I had proven myself indispensable, and the Doors couldn’t get rid of me any more than I could get rid of the worst hair in rock ’n’ roll.


I rehearsed once more with the Doors at Hank’s house, during which one of Jim’s friends dropped by. Jim dragged him into a back room, slammed the door, and started shouting at the top of his lungs. As their muffled screams bled through the walls, I stitched together the context: this guy had fucked Jim over on some sort of drug deal. I don’t know what type of drug, or whether there was too little of it, or whether the money wasn’t right, but either way, it sounded like someone was going to get killed back there.


Ray, John, and I exchanged awkward glances and a few comments but otherwise pretended not to notice. It was our first shared act of burying our heads in the sand when it came to the erratic behavior of Jim Morrison, and it was my first disturbing taste of Jim’s dark side. In the moment I didn’t see it as any sort of red flag; for all I knew, Jim had a perfectly good reason to scream at that guy. But up until that point he had been so reserved, so the sudden turn was startling, to say the least.


As we ran through some more songs to try and drown out the noise, I stood there, unnerved, thinking to myself, This guy is our lead singer?


Eventually Jim and his friend reemerged. No explanation was ever given. Jim was visibly pissed off. Rehearsal was over.
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BEWARE THE STARE THAT THREATENS ALL MANKIND


I wonder if I identified with all those famous blind blues artists due to the fact that the universe has never been kind to my eyes. If you look at old promo photos of the Doors, I’m often squinting due to my sensitivity to all the bright flashbulbs. I still have to force myself not to squint in photos today. I had LASIK surgery in the nineties, twice, but it wore off after a few years, and then I developed cataracts and had to have surgery on them, and then I had to have radial keratotomy surgery in my left eye, where they had to physically cut into my cornea to correct the farsightedness from the cataract surgery, and meanwhile the iris in my right eye doesn’t close properly because it got whacked with a tennis ball (by an eye doctor, ironically).


As a young kid growing up in perpetually sunny Southern California, I was always athletic and confident. My twin brother, Ronny, and I excelled at golf at an early age, we were both on the gymnastics team at school, and we were always picked first for kickball teams. I had a passion for baseball and I’m sure it’s something I would’ve pursued more seriously if my eyes hadn’t gone bad at the height of my Little League career. I just had a harder and harder time seeing the fucking ball. I was eventually banished to right field, hoping the ball wouldn’t come my way so I could avoid embarrassment. My grades plummeted as well — since I couldn’t see the chalkboard — and one day when I pointed out a plane in the sky that wasn’t there my parents finally put the pieces together and took me to get glasses.


But only nerds wore glasses. I was a cool kid. A popular kid! Wearing glasses would bring all of that crashing down. So when I left the house in the morning the glasses went into my pocket until I came home again. My parents noticed that my grades weren’t improving and again put the pieces together. Contact lenses were relatively new at the time. They were hard plastic shells that didn’t let in enough oxygen, so you could wear them for only short periods of time, but anything was better than being uncool.


I took to the hassle and discomfort of wearing contacts so well that I ended up as a guinea pig for Hollywood. The 1960 sci-fi horror movie Village of the Damned features a bunch of creepy children with hypnotic powers and glowing eyes. Before production began, I went in for a screen test to demonstrate how the eye effect would look on film. I assume my ophthalmologist recommended me; Dr. Roberts said I was his youngest patient ever to wear contacts. The lenses they had made for the film were hard, gold-painted corneal shells with a tiny pinhole in the center to see through. They were even less forgiving than my usual lenses, so one of the crew members had to put numbing drops in my eyes to deaden the pain. It was exciting at first to be on a real soundstage with all the big lights and cameras, but after a few hours, when the drops wore off, my eyes were screaming for relief. I put on a brave face but I’m sure it became clear that they couldn’t possibly expect a full cast of kids to comfortably act in those things. I loved the movie when it came out, but likely due to my excruciating screen test, they scrapped the corneal shells and created the glowing eyes in postproduction.


My non-sci-fi contacts helped me see somewhat better, but my grades hardly rebounded, my athletic confidence never fully returned, and when I hit junior high my face exploded with zits and I gained a bunch of weight. All but a few of my friends from grade school turned on me. I went from being one of the most popular kids at school to being a total outcast, and I was hazed mercilessly by upperclassmen. Whatever was left of my self-esteem was beaten out of me, and I transformed from a popular extrovert into the shy, quiet guy I am today.


Thankfully I wasn’t the only kid going through an awkward phase. Bill Wolff always stuck by my side, and my twin brother, Ronny, was also a loyal companion. Keith Wallace lived next to an orange grove where we’d all engage in blood orange fights, and Steve Davidson let us spy on his older brother as he tried to bed his girlfriends. We spent every weekend of our junior high years on a perpetual search for a party, but even if we had found one I doubt we would’ve had the nerve to go in.


Destruction and vandalism were our other outlets. One night my friends and I snuck into a housing development under construction in Brentwood, broke some windows, plugged up all the sinks, and left the water running. We justified our actions under a banner of protesting overdevelopment, but in truth we were just bored. And sexually frustrated.


Somehow we always got away with our antics — until the time Bill Wolff and I decided to play chicken with a couple of tractors on the construction site of the new Palisades High School. They had left the keys in the ignition: how could we possibly resist that kind of temptation? It turns out tractors are pretty hard to drive, with all those levers and stuff. We got them moving but didn’t know how to work them too well, so we eventually smashed into each other and beat it out of there. I don’t know who saw us or how they recognized us, but later that day the police came to my parents’ door. I’ll never forget the disappointed look on my mom’s face. I had broken her heart.


I shied away from abject destruction after that but I found new forms of mischief when I entered high school. My friend Roy Thompson had an older cousin named Steve Scott who had a driver’s license, so he’d steal his mom’s ’57 Chevy station wagon and we’d cruise around looking for trouble. One night we stole a box of fifty wrenches from behind a hardware store just because it was there. On other nights we’d spot a car full of gang members, flip them off, and the chase was on. Steve knew the alleys of Santa Monica like the back of his hand. He didn’t have much engine power at his disposal in that station wagon, but he could outmaneuver anyone. And if they got too close, Roy and I would hurl stolen wrenches at our pursuer’s car.


Roy, Steve, and I would create our own meager little parties by driving up to beer outlets and stealing their half-empty kegs (to us they were half full). One of the local street gangs — either the Dukes or the Gents — once paid us to provide beer for a graduation party, since we always bragged about how easily we could procure kegs. We scavenged what we could from the nearby outlets, but on that particular night all the kegs we found were nearly empty. We dropped off our haul at a local park where the party was already in full swing. These were white guys straight out of West Side Story, with their gang names embroidered on varsity jackets, but they were still pretty tough compared to us. When they realized we had given them practically dry kegs, we peeled out in Steve’s mom’s Chevy while the gang chased after us with baseball bats.


My parents tried to keep my brother and me away from our troublemaker friends, because clearly none of this was our fault: we were precious little angels being corrupted by an evil influence! But I kept getting into trouble and my grades kept sinking, and when it turned out I would have to repeat my junior year of high school, reality finally set in. My parents enrolled me at a private prep school near Silicon Valley called the Menlo School. It was over 350 miles away from all the bad apples I was spending time with, like Bill Wolff.


Except a year earlier, Bill Wolff’s parents had the exact same idea. Instead of putting 350 miles between us, they inadvertently put us in the same dorm.
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Bill Wolff and me in our Menlo uniforms





Every morning in elementary school, all the students would gather around the flagpole with our hands on our hearts, and a kid named Loring Hughes would play the bugle as the Stars and Stripes were raised. While everyone else focused on the flag, I focused on the bugle. I don’t know if it was the sound of it or the fact that Loring was the center of attention for the whole school, but it was the birth of my desire to become a musician. I took some trumpet lessons but they stuck me in the third chair position in the school band, and eventually demoted me to steadily pounding on a bass drum.


Guitar was the next instrument that called to me. I first strummed one at my friend Bob Wire’s house when I was twelve, and I kept finding excuses to hang out with him and strum it again. I was intrigued by the guitarists in my neighborhood, like Henry Vestine, who would later go on to play in Canned Heat. Whenever I walked by Henry’s house, I would hear the liquid sound of his electric guitar, heavy with reverb and tremolo. Less famous but more influential to me was a guy named Hial King, who was a master of saxophone and drums as much as guitar. His playing impressed me for sure, but what really stuck with me was his look. At first glance, most people probably noticed his greasy pompadour hairdo and his polished penny loafers. But behind it all he was short and dumpy and not much better looking than me, the outcast nerd. Yet all the girls were interested in him. That set off a light bulb in my brain: the guitar could be the cure.


When I arrived at Menlo, there was a Hawaiian guy named Keoki King who lived across the hall from me and had an old Martin 000-21 acoustic. He had found it in a barn on his dad’s ranch so it was in rough shape, but I hope he held on to it: it would be worth thousands today. He didn’t play guitar much so he was always happy to loan it to me. After our classes we would be locked in our dorms, so the choice was either studying or twanging away on Keoki’s guitar. To me, that wasn’t a choice at all.


I played Keoki’s guitar practically every night at Menlo until I finally got an instrument of my own: a traditional flamenco-style acoustic made of lightweight cedar with an ebony fretboard, sculpted by master Mexican luthier Juan Pimentel. Once I picked it up, I almost never put it down. And my theory about the guitar being the key to coolness was proven correct: everyone at school suddenly became my best friend so they could get their hands on my Juan Pimentel acoustic.


Aside from the extended rehearsal time, Menlo also bathed me in new music brought in by other students from all over the country. For the first time I heard Robert Johnson. And B. B. and Albert and Freddie King. The blues. The real deal blues. It was also the peak of the American folk revival, which fed me Joan Baez, Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, Lead Belly, and — my personal all-time favorite — Bob Dylan.


Rounding out the mix was a healthy helping of flamenco. My dad had a record called Dos Flamencos, an entrancing ballet of classical guitar by Jaime Grifo and Niño Marvino. The intricacy and delicacy of it left me awestruck. Bill Wolff and I decided we would be the next Dos Flamencos. But we were still Dos Beginner Guitarristas.


Over the summer break, Wolff and I split the cost of guitar lessons with some notable flamenco instructors: Peter Evans and Arnold Lessing. They used to play regularly at a place called Casa Madrid on Pico Boulevard, accompanying traditional Spanish dancers who mesmerized Wolff and me with their expressive moves and swishing, swirling sevillana skirts. With regular lessons and diligent practice, we went from terrible to not bad pretty quickly. And when we returned to school, we continued to hone our skills every night after lockdown.


In addition to the gossamer, ethereal sound of flamenco, I was also drawn to the clunky, campy sound of jug band music. Well, not so much the sound as the image. The guys on the cover of the first Jim Kweskin and the Jug Band album looked like goofballs, but they also looked stoned, and being stoned was cool. Wolff, in fact, immediately ran out and bought round blue sunglasses just like the ones jug player Fritz Richmond was wearing on the album cover, predating John Lennon’s trendsetting round sunglasses by several years. The music itself was so unapologetically corny that it felt almost defiant. My schoolmates and I snuck out to see Jim Kweskin and Dave Van Ronk live at clubs around the Bay Area. We also caught a show or two featuring Mother McCree’s Uptown Jug Champions, with Jerry Garcia, Ron “Pigpen” McKernan, and a fellow Menlo student named Bob Weir, all three of whom would later go on to form the Grateful Dead. Everyone at school always talked about how cool Bob Weir and the Mother McCree’s guys were, so my friends and I started thinking that if we formed our own jug band, we could be the cool guys everyone was talking about.


The beauty of jug band music was that it didn’t require too many real instruments. I played guitar, Wolff pulled double duty on guitar and washboard, Scott played kazoo, Jerry played a washtub bass, and Phinizy sang and played the jug. We called ourselves the Back Bay Chamber Pot Terriers, which was Phinizy’s idea. He was from the Back Bay area of Boston. The rest of us were California born and bred, so the name didn’t make much sense. But we heard if you were from the Back Bay you were cool, and Phinizy used to have a band with the same name and wanted to use it again. Out of all the bands I’ve been in over the years, it’s certainly not the worst name I’ve played under.


We performed only once, at a meeting of the school’s Women’s Auxiliary. I thought we’d be off in a corner somewhere providing background music while the ladies socialized, but when we arrived there was a stage and microphones and rows upon rows of well-dressed, middle-aged women sitting and staring at us expectantly.


We ran through a handful of jug band covers, mostly Jim Kweskin songs like “Washington at Valley Forge.” With the tchk-tchk-tchk of the washboard and a chorus that went “Voe doe dee o doe,” it was objectively silly music, and certainly not what a room full of moms would have preferred. The weight of self-consciousness was heavy on my shoulders as we played. But they loved us! They didn’t jump out of their chairs and dance or anything, but it really seemed like their smiles and applause were genuine. Maybe they were humoring us, but it was my first time onstage, and the validation of a crowd — even just a crowd of politely clapping old ladies — was enough to ensure it wouldn’t be my last.
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The Back Bay Chamber Pot Terriers


Keoki was a good friend not only for loaning me his guitar but also for introducing me to his sister, Jeanie. She attended an all-girls Catholic school half a mile down the road from Menlo. We met up at school dances and went surfing together, and she was one of the first girls I ever made out with. One night Jeanie and I were imagining the future, and talking about where we saw ourselves. I said I was going to become a professional guitar player. I wonder if she believed me.




[image: image]





WICKED GO THE DOORS


When I look back over my life I don’t see everything in sequence. I recall moments. Sensations. My memories are rarely linked chronologically. Or even logically. Sometimes they’re brought to the surface by the sight of an old photograph, the sound of an old song, or, as once was the case, the smell of tear gas.


It’s actually tough to describe the smell of tear gas because by the time the odor hits you, you’re more preoccupied with its effects. Ray and I were performing together in Bogotá, Colombia, in 2009 when the military tried to shut down the show by tossing tear gas canisters into the venue and barring the doors from the outside. I couldn’t even see the cloud; I was just playing my guitar when suddenly I started gagging. Ray and I stopped midsong as our eyes watered up. The crowd panicked. We retreated backstage, where our manager stuffed wet towels under our dressing room door. Our crew passed out water to people in the audience and paramedics were running around treating people who were injured. The military guys kept threatening our crew, but after an hour or so they finally backed down, the cloud of tear gas dispersed, and we were able to finish the set to an appreciative and clear-eyed crowd. It wasn’t the most pleasant experience, but it was one that transported me back in time, and helped me empathize more closely with what Jim must’ve gone through at the New Haven Arena.


The infamous New Haven concert is cited in every retelling of our band’s history, so I suppose I should offer my account here. And maybe even take my share of the responsibility.


It was the end of an exhilarating year: our song “Light My Fire” had changed everything over the summer of ’67, and by the fall, our second album, Strange Days, joined our debut album in the top five. Jim’s drinking habit had grown in parallel with our success, so the members of our band and crew rotated the chore of attempting to keep him as sober as possible on show nights. On December 9, 1967, that chore had fallen on me. Jim and I were enjoying a quiet dinner with our respective dates before our show in New Haven, Connecticut. He wasn’t drinking more than his usual amount, but his usual amount was more than usual to most people. I had yet to discover a successful strategy to lure Jim over to moderation. Arguing didn’t work. Saying nothing didn’t work. Encouraging him didn’t work. That night I went with gentle nagging: “Are you sure you wanna order that?” and “Come on, man, we have a show in two hours.”


It didn’t work.


Later that night I was in our dressing room when I heard Jim screaming. We all went running out to see what happened and found Jim yelling at some cops and the cops yelling back. During the commotion we stitched together what had happened: Jim was making out with his date in a shower stall when a police officer confronted him, thinking he was a random member of the crowd who had snuck backstage. Jim allegedly mouthed off, and the cop allegedly sprayed him with Mace. I had no problem believing the story. Jim loved mouthing off to cops, and cops loved having an excuse.


When I inhaled tear gas in Bogotá it wasn’t the same as being maced directly in the eyes, of course. But once Jim’s eyes were washed out he seemed relatively fine. It turns out that one of the reasons the police switched from the chemical form of Mace they all used in the sixties to the pepper spray they use today is because Mace was often ineffective against people under the influence of alcohol. So maybe it was a good thing my nagging at dinner hadn’t worked: Jim’s drinking may have actually saved the day!


The show itself — or at least the portion of it we got to play — went pretty well. If anything, the Mace probably sobered Jim up a bit. As we started playing “Back Door Man,” Jim launched into his now-famous rant about the little blue man in the little blue suit with the little blue cap who had temporarily blinded him backstage. The crowd cheered Jim on as we jammed behind him. Like at all the best Doors shows, we were creating a moment. A specific connection with a specific audience that would exist only on that specific night. I was completely oblivious to the dozens of police officers waiting in the shadows until the house lights came up and the shadows were removed.


[image: image]


Suddenly we were surrounded. A police lieutenant marched onto the stage and Jim offered him the microphone: “Say your thing, man.” Even at that point I wasn’t really nervous. What were they going to do, arrest him? Onstage? In the middle of a show? For telling a completely true story?


As it turned out, yes. The police grabbed Jim and the crowd went wild. Ray, John, and I stood there in shock.


The name Bill Siddons should be better known among Doors fans, as he is truly the unsung hero of our band’s story. Bill was our tour manager at the time, and tour managing is always a thankless job. You work your ass off and rarely get credit for all the things you do right, but you get immediately excoriated for anything that goes wrong, even if it’s something beyond your control. Almost every band out there has a tour manager they don’t appreciate enough. But being the tour manager who had to mop up after the Doors was a special kind of headache.


Bill — only nineteen years old at the time — was the one who intervened when Jim first got maced backstage, and now he was the one throwing himself onto a cop’s back and yelling, “Leave him alone!” By the time Ray, John, and I followed him offstage, Jim was already in the back of a squad car, and Bill had switched his focus to protecting our gear from the rambunctious crowd.


There was literally no precedent for this. In 1908, Italian opera singer Carlo Albani was arrested onstage in Boston during a performance of Verdi’s Il Trovatore due to a pending lawsuit, but even then the constable let him finish the show. This was the first time in recorded history that a musical artist was arrested onstage in the middle of a set. Can’t blame us for freezing up without any idea what to do.


Bill called our managers, our managers called our lawyer, our lawyer called the cops, and Jim was released on bail, which Bill paid out of our earnings for the night. None of this was Jim’s fault, so for once none of his trademark apologies were necessary.


A few weeks later the entire incident was detailed in a feature story in Life magazine, with beautiful play-by-play photography. The cops, in their frenzy, had scooped up a Life reporter, a Village Voice jazz critic, and a photographer. This ensured that the press would be fully on our side, and it ensured that Jim’s arrest — unlike Italian opera singer Carlo Albani’s — would feature prominently in the historical record. We were thrilled with the article and the photos. Jim came across as a righteous rebel and the police came across as uptight buffoons. And you didn’t have to be a defiant teenager to see it that way: even my parents were on our side when they read the story.


It was never our style to dwell on things, so after the dust settled we moved on and didn’t really discuss it. But it turned out to be a moment of double-edged mythmaking that affected everything from then on. We became outlaw legends brimming with counterculture credibility. But we had also created an expectation of chaos. Our audiences became less interested in creating their own unique moments with us and more interested in reproducing the moment in New Haven. The headline in Life summed up the road we were now on: “Wicked Go the Doors.”


On December 9, 2012 — exactly forty-five years to the day after Jim’s arrest — I played New Haven with my jam band, Robby Krieger’s Jam Kitchen. A man approached me backstage and introduced himself as the son of the cop who maced Jim. He was polite and friendly, and he had followed in his father’s footsteps and become a police officer. He officially apologized for his dad’s behavior. On behalf of the band that his dad helped make famous, I accepted.
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SEND MY CREDENTIALS TO THE HOUSE OF DETENTION


They took Romilar cough syrup off the shelves in the seventies because too many teenagers were abusing it to get high. In 1964, I was one of those teenagers.


One night when I was on break from Menlo I happened to be buzzing on Romilar with Bill Wolff; my brother, Ronny; and some other friends when the cops kicked in the door. They didn’t care about us or our cough syrup; we just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. The wrong place being a random drug dealer’s house. The wrong time being the night the dealer tried to sell two kilos of pot to a couple of undercover narcs.


I had two bags of weed in my underwear, but even after two separate searches the cops missed them. Later that night while killing time in a Hollywood holding cell, I asked my cellmate Wally — who was in for murder — what I should do with the weed. He said we might as well smoke it since it would probably be his last chance to get high for a long time. The obvious odor somehow didn’t alert the guards, but it did make our other cellmates insist that we share. All in all, not a bad night.


But my parents were not pleased. This was exactly the type of stuff that made them send me to Menlo in the first place. My dad was furious when my name and my brother’s name — or, more to the point, our family name — popped up in an article about the bust in Santa Monica’s Evening Outlook. As angry as my dad was, he still helped my brother and me out. He hired a big-time lawyer named Grant Cooper, who would later go on to defend Sirhan Sirhan, the guy who assassinated Bobby Kennedy. It was major overkill for our meager little bust, but it worked: even though we had just turned eighteen, Grant Cooper convinced the court to try us as juveniles. We got probation.


We didn’t know the dealer personally. We were taken to his house by a guitarist we had met on the Sunset Strip who offered to sell us a couple of ounces. When the drama was all over, Grant Cooper left us with some sage advice: “Stop hanging around with musicians.”


My parents may have hated the trouble I got into while hanging around with musicians, but that didn’t mean they hated music. My dad had an impressive record collection. Lots of boogie-woogie 78s by Black artists — records that probably wouldn’t have been found as readily in the other houses in our upscale Pacific Palisades neighborhood. And lots of classical symphonies and John Philip Sousa marches. In fact, my love of music was born the first time my dad played me Prokofiev’s orchestral Peter and the Wolf soundtrack when I was little.


Stuart Krieger was a serious man. Bald. Suits. Drove a Buick. Basically a living, breathing clip art image of a 1960s dad. He went to school for aeronautical engineering at UCLA and Caltech and worked with defense contractors to design airfoils for military aircraft. Quite a few Nazis met their end thanks to planes my dad helped build, like the Lockheed P-38 Lightning and the Northrop P-61 Black Widow. He also worked on early versions of Northrop’s flying wing and was part of the team at the top secret Skunk Works facility. Later he started his own engineering firm, Planning Research, which was successful enough to be listed on the New York Stock Exchange — at which point he upgraded his Buick to a silver Maserati Ghibli. He worked long hours to give his family a comfortable life, but he also made time to coach my Little League baseball team. We got along well (when I wasn’t being detained by the police), but he was the textbook definition of “square.” I respected and loved him; I just never wanted to become him.


Marilyn Krieger was the yin to my father’s yang. She dyed her hair blond and did everything she could to emulate the look of her idol, Marilyn Monroe. While my dad listened to Sousa, my mom listened to Sinatra. While my dad spent all his free time on the golf course, my mom painted and taught me how to work with oils. She also taught me what little she knew about piano. Her repertoire was limited to a single song called “My Dearest Dear,” from a 1939 British musical, which she played and sang beautifully. She loved discovering new music on the radio, and most significantly for me, she discovered Elvis. His “Hound Dog” single, with “Don’t Be Cruel” on the B side, was soon on very heavy rotation in our house.
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I can’t possibly complain about the environment I grew up in. It was a healthy balance of art and science, and it was a life of privilege and financial security. Living in Pacific Palisades — an affluent suburb just north of Santa Monica — meant safety and serenity and easy access to the beach. The doors in our neighborhood were never locked. My brother and I hitchhiked up and down the coast without fear of abduction or murder. We’d stay out skateboarding well after dark and our parents never worried. My family even had a regular cleaning lady and a part-time cook. We made Beaver Cleaver look like Sid Vicious. So, like any teenager with nothing to rebel against, I rebelled.


Menlo was supposed to straighten me out, but it was the first place I tried pot. My friend Scott — the kazooist from the Back Bay Chamber Pot Terriers — imported some stuff he called boo from his friends back in New York. We didn’t know it was pot at the time. It had this enigmatic name and we smoked it out of these ornate opium pipes we picked up in Chinatown. When the high hit me I burst into a giggling fit because I imagined myself as a king, with everyone else in the room as my subjects. I don’t know why that was so funny, but I couldn’t stop laughing.


Boo was a perfect way to cause mischief without causing any property damage, but like all my other forms of adolescent rebellion, it caught up with me. After Bill Wolff and I graduated high school, we were driving around in his car when some cops tried to pull us over. Wolff had an ounce of weed on him and asked, “What do we do?”


Referencing an old joke about the Lone Ranger and Tonto, I said, “What do you mean ‘we,’ white man?”


I was stoned. It seemed funny at the time.


I told Wolff to stick it in his pants, having learned from my previous experience that they may not check his crotch, but in a panic he tossed the weed out the window instead. The cops saw it, of course. We ended up at the West L.A. police station, scared shitless as all the officers on duty messed with us:


“Get the scissors, guys, we got some longhairs here! We’re gonna have some fun!”


We were transferred to the men’s jail downtown, stripped naked, sprayed with a delousing agent, and stuffed into stiff, ill-fitting uniforms. We were told that since we had a previous record from our other bust, we’d get at least two years.


There was no laughing or smoking with cellmates this time. It was just me, lying on my rack in the dark, thinking about what it would really mean to be locked in a cell for two full years of my life. Fear kept me awake all night. The walls, the bars — this time it was all real.


And then the next morning they gave me breakfast and let me out.


It was a lucky break. They knew it was Bill’s car and they saw him throw the weed, so they prosecuted him and didn’t bother with me. Thankfully he avoided jail time, but it was a wake-up call about the potential consequences of petty rebellion. I drastically cut back on my weed use after that, and never carried it around for fear of getting busted. I still wanted to experiment with substances that could help me achieve new perspectives, but from then on I would find ways to do it legally. Like with LSD.


About fifty years after Wolff and I got busted, two police officers approached me in the Austin airport when I was flying home after a gig with my group, the Robby Krieger Band. The airport cops sternly informed me that their dogs had sniffed out a small amount of pot in the golf bag that was among my checked luggage. It had probably been in there for months, stuffed in the corner of some pocket, long forgotten about. I showed the cops my medical marijuana card. They thanked me and moved on. For the times, they are a-changin’.
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THE LIVING ROOM


One day, soon after I entered ninth grade, my family and I were all playing golf together at the Riviera Country Club. I was standing by the ball washer at the forward tee of the fourth hole when my dad hit his drive from the back tee, thirty yards behind me. His ball whizzed through the air and, impressively, found my skull. It knocked me out cold.


I woke up and my mom rushed me to the hospital (while my dad and brother continued their game). My skull was fractured and as part of my treatment I had to take a course of special antibiotics, which gave me the shits. I spent weeks on an all-yogurt-and-ginger-ale diet, and as a result I dropped over forty pounds, which I never gained back. It’s not a diet I would recommend, but I can’t argue with the results. Girls still didn’t want to talk to me, but at least I regained some of my social confidence and my ability to balance on a surfboard. I sincerely doubt the Doors would’ve let me join their band if I had remained overweight, so in the end I suppose I should thank my dad for fracturing my skull.


I should also thank my dad for recommending our band’s attorney, Max Fink, another unsung hero of the Doors’ story. We would go on to become his most notorious clients, but before us he represented Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz, among others. When Jim was arrested in New Haven, Max was the one who got him out and who ultimately got the whole thing reduced to a twenty-five-dollar fine. He helped us with contracts, paperwork, management personnel, trials, and every other legal swamp we waded into. He was even the one who arranged our stay at the Henry Hudson Hotel in New York. We thought he was getting us some sort of discount on the rooms, but I’m pretty sure we paid full price, and I’m pretty sure he got a kickback. He was a shark, but he was our shark.


My dad recommended Max at some point after the third time the Doors rehearsed. Or at least attempted to rehearse. We couldn’t practice at Hank’s anymore, so I offered up my parents’ house. My dad worked all day, so we could make all the noise we wanted. Ray, John, and I set up our gear in the living room and chatted while waiting for Jim to arrive. But Jim never showed. After an hour, Ray started making calls.


Eventually we found out Jim was in jail in a dusty little town called Blythe, which is a little more than halfway between Los Angeles and Phoenix. From what I could gather, Jim and his friends Felix and Phil had driven out into the desert and stopped at a bar full of bikers. Somebody said something they shouldn’t have and a brawl broke out. The cops came and scooped everybody up, and Jim spent the night in the drunk tank. I never got all the details. I’m not even sure how Jim got home. I think Ray may have had to drive out there to collect him. My dad took note of the incident, and other similar incidents that occurred as the band got off the ground. He put us in touch with Max Fink and said, “You’re gonna need a good criminal attorney.”


I almost laugh when I think about it now, but Jim didn’t make much of an impression on me when I first met him. A week or so before my audition, John Densmore brought him over to my parents’ house to recruit me for their new band. Jim was quiet. He wore muted, drab clothes. There was nothing “rock star” about him. They told me their band’s name was the Doors.


If I’m being perfectly honest … I thought it was stupid.


Jim explained that the name was inspired by Aldous Huxley’s The Doors of Perception, which, coincidentally, I had read about a year earlier. I probably won some points with Jim for understanding the reference, but I still wasn’t wild about the band name. To anyone unfamiliar with the Huxley book, it wouldn’t make any sense. I remember thinking that if the band was called Perception instead, it would at least have a ring to it. “The Beatles” had a ring. “The Rolling Stones” had a ring. “The Doors” had a thud.


The music on their six-song demo was only okay, but the lyrics to “Moonlight Drive” and “End of the Night” rattled around in my head long after Jim and John left my house. They had something there. I still might not have bothered to audition, except for the fact that they already had a deal with Columbia Records. I was especially starry-eyed because the guy who signed them was Billy James, who had worked with Bob Dylan. The singer, the band name, and the music weren’t all that impressive, but a deal with Columbia Records was. I figured it might be worth a shot.


A few months after I joined the Doors, Jim strolled into the Columbia offices one day on a heroic dose of acid. I have no idea what he said or did in there; all he told us was that he and Billy James had met with some of the higher-ups at the label. Jim seemed proud of himself. When he was on acid he thought he could control people’s minds: “I had those guys eating out of my hand. I just told them where it was at. We’re going to be the biggest band on Columbia.” Soon after, we found out that we had been dropped.


It’s possible we would’ve been dropped either way. “Signed” was a nebulous term. The Doors had a development deal, which was something labels handed out to dozens of artists at a time. Whichever bands became popular would be kept on the label; the others would be tossed. Billy James believed in the Doors, and had been working hard to get his bosses excited about us, but the demo was amateurish and we were struggling to get gigs. Jim’s psychedelic meeting with the Columbia execs was obviously the last nail in the coffin. Billy James was sorry to see us go, but in a strange twist, he ended up working with us anyway when he later took a job with Elektra Records. Early on, he offered us some prophetic words about Jim Morrison:


“If he ever gets power, watch out.”


Ray saw something in Jim when Jim first sang a song to him on the sands of Venice Beach, and Ray’s confidence never wavered from then on. John saw something in Jim, enough to convince me to audition for the band. I didn’t see it. Not at first. Not the way Ray and John did. I liked Jim personally. He had a gentle nature when he wasn’t screaming at drug dealers or getting in bar fights or nuking record deals. Even my mom found him charming — she saw him as a soft-spoken southern gentleman. He wrote great lyrics, but he wasn’t yet a crooning, leather-clad sex god. All I saw was a shaky-voiced, corduroy-clad introvert.


Jim rarely had a fixed address in those days. He was either living on his friend Dennis Jakob’s rooftop, or staying with Ray, or finding different girls to take him in. You never knew where Jim was going to sleep on any given night, and neither did he. So when my parents went on vacation to Europe for a few weeks, I offered Jim shelter at our house. He brought over a bunch of dog-eared poetry notebooks. I brought out my guitar.


We had already worked on songs like “Break On Through” and “Light My Fire” with the band at our rehearsals, but this was the first chance Jim and I had to collaborate one-on-one. Jim had lyrics for songs like “Strange Days,” “The Crystal Ship,” and “Waiting for the Sun.” I had words and music for “Love Me Two Times” and “You’re Lost Little Girl.” I showed Jim a Ravi Shankar–influenced raga I was working on, and he pulled out a couple of stanzas to a song he called “The End.” We traded ideas for licks and lyrics and bonded over the thrill of creation as new music flowed out of us.


Finally, like Ray and John, I saw it.


Writing with Jim was a uniquely inspiring experience — one that I haven’t been able to replicate since. And while Jim was staying with me, he was generally well-behaved. My grandfather was there to chaperone us, which was a little embarrassing for me. He was a quiet old man who barely registered as a presence in the house. I apologized for his having to be there, but Jim said, “No, man, he’s cool. I like him.” Just as Jim had surprised me with his violent side, he could also be shockingly polite. He didn’t drink much while we were hanging out, so he was the sweet, friendly, funny Jim that was so easy to like. Maybe this band was going to work out after all.


But then one night while he was staying with us, Jim went out drinking with my brother, Ronny, and they were pulled over by the police. Jim launched into a tirade against the cops, using language I’m hesitant to repeat, especially in a modern context. Jim, in so many words, accused the officers of carrying guns only to compensate for their unusually small genitalia. He referred to them multiple times by a very harsh derogatory term for homosexuals, and further postulated that — due to their aforementioned homosexuality and modest-size genitalia — they lacked the bravery to use their guns.


Thankfully the cops didn’t shoot them just to make a counterargument. But Jim and my brother both ended up in jail, and this time I was the one who had to post bail. It was a bit of a blemish on our otherwise productive and enjoyable time together, but it didn’t spoil the creative energy we had generated, or the new bond Jim and I had forged. It was still clear to me that the Doors had a bright future.


We were just going to need a good criminal attorney.
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THE RIOT CONCERT


People sometimes ask me about the infamous Riot Concert. I always have to ask them to be more specific. They’re usually referring to a show at the Chicago Coliseum in May 1968. According to reports, Jim invited the audience onto the stage, a fan leapt off the balcony, and the crowd ended up tearing up the chairs and breaking down the barricades.


I have no memory of any of that.


It’s not that I was too drunk or stoned. And sure, I’m getting older, but I don’t think that’s it either. It’s just that Jim invited the crowd onto the stage all the time. And chairs are usually the first victims of any riot. As for the guy jumping off the balcony, maybe I was just looking at my fretboard at the time? But I don’t recall anyone after the show saying, “Hey, did you see that guy jump off the balcony?!” You’d think that would’ve been a detail worth discussing in the dressing room.


I wish I could offer some insight or perspective on the Riot Concert in Chicago, but truthfully it was just another night on the road with the Doors. In Phoenix we played the state fair in front of thousands of people, Jim encouraged several hundred of them to climb onstage, the police shut down the show, we were permanently banned from Phoenix, and I have no distinct recollection of any of it.


I do remember playing the Singer Bowl in New York during the summer of ’68. Jim crawled around on his belly and the crowd rushed the stage. We would’ve kept playing but the venue cut off the PA system and cops escorted us backstage. The crowd overwhelmed security and, as usual, busted up the seats.


And I clearly remember another night somewhere in the Midwest, where we had a chillingly quiet and bored crowd for the majority of the evening. There was no applause between songs. Jim did what he did at all those other headline-making concerts: he baited the crowd, he writhed around, he used coarse language. Nothing. We finished our set and left the stage to the same stony silence that had followed all our previous songs. Then, a few minutes later … an explosion of thunderous applause. The crowd fucking destroyed the place. We weren’t scared; we were just amazed because it seemed to come out of nowhere. I don’t know if it was pent-up energy, or if it just took a moment for Jim’s incitements to sink in, or if the crowd just didn’t know what to make of us at first. But yet again, hundreds of fans rushed the stage, and yet again, hundreds of innocent chairs met their untimely demise.
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