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PART ONE


LOCKED


‘Self-interest exists, attachment based on personal gain exists, complacency exists. But not love. Love has to be reinvented . . .’


ARTHUR RIMBAUD, A Season in Hell













ONE


Paris, 1971


This is the end . . .


Jim, alone, not in a bathtub, but on the toilet, head down; trousers round his knees, found just like his hero, Elvis, would be six years later, arms dangling lifelessly by his sides, brains fried. Gone before they’d even broken down the door to get him. Overdosed on heroin. China White. The kind Paris was awash with that summer. Jim, alone, as always, surrounded by people.


He’d been predicting his own death for months, of course. Janis had gone the previous October, Jimi just two weeks before that. ‘You’re drinking with the next one,’ Jim would only half jokingly tell friends. Except that Jim didn’t really have any friends. Certainly not Pamela, with her hell-red hair and her smack and her new boyfriend, the Count . . . Or Ray, with his touch-the-brave-sunlight trip to the public and his needy please-Jim-just-for-me shit to your face . . . Or John, that asshole, always with the long hard looks and the judgemental eyes . . . Even far-out Robby, his mind blown by the acid and the permanent midnight, all mumbled passive-aggressive bullshit. Robby the secret businessman . . .


Where were they now, hey? Now that Jim didn’t need them any more? Or said he didn’t, anyway. Standing up suddenly on the dance floor at the Rock and Roll Circus, loudly declaiming his crappy, drunken poetry while all around – the models and gangsters, the dealers and pop stars, the street trash blown in by the Paris summer wind – sat writhing in the shadows, laughing behind their hands, waiting for fat old Jim Morrison to shut the fuck up and sit back down again. Or fall over. Again. Whichever.


Poor old Jim, alone in Paris, surrounded by all the people he thought he’d left behind in sun-shitty L.A. Same eager faces happy to hang out, listen to his bullshit then see him home safely when he was too shitfaced to do it himself. Crazy, fat man Jim, best friend to all the waiters at Café de Flore hovering over him like flies, as he guzzled his brandy, his whisky, his beer and his endless wine. Big bearded Jim, out of breath climbing the steps to the Sacré-Coeur, out of luck lounging in his borrowed apartment waiting for fucked-up Pam to come home from the Count’s, then sick of waiting, grabbing a taxi to Rue de Seine, staggering towards the red neon sign of the Rock and Roll Circus, waving hi to the blonde cloakroom girl, who always gave him the same smile even as her eyes swooped past him towards whatever was coming next down the street behind him. Tiptoeing down the narrow steps into the darkened basement of the club, the DJ in the glassed-off booth always – always, man! – playing the Stones, ever since the night Keith walked in with his knife and his entourage, gave him the gypsy eye and let him know it was all cool, baby.


Worse thing about the Circus, man, having to walk past the Count’s private room on your way down into the club . . . The one with the floor cushions and incense and pot smoke and the same old hippy in robes, strumming the sitar . . . the chicks all droopy-eyed and creamed on smack and Tuinals and cheap fizz. Jim couldn’t make that scene, man. The only time he went in there was with Pam or to score for Pam. Jim preferred to grab a table, or stretch out on one of the couches in one of the vaulted corners of the club, looking for his new friend Sky Eyes, half Apache Indian, half US Army deserter. Sky Eyes had been out there, man, Vietnam, man. Killed a cop as a kid and was given the choice: jail for ever or five years in Nam. Sky chose the army and he did good, man. Part of the elite force. Killing gooks for fun. Then with less than two years to go – the old switcheroo! He’d skied it to Amsterdam. But why, man? ‘It wasn’t my war, man’ was all Sky Eyes said.


The first time Jim saw Sky Eyes he was dancing barefoot at the Circus, his shirt off, some chick’s red lipstick daubed across his face like warpaint, long dirty hair hanging down to his waist. Man, what a beautiful sight! ‘Hey, man!’ Jim told him. ‘I’m going to write a song about you!’ Jim with his bags of notebooks and pens, his postcards and newspapers and his pockets full of francs, not here for the sights or the poetry or any of that horseshit. Here like all the other American draft-dodgers and dropouts because there was no extradition treaty between France and the USA, so if the shit went down in Miami he wouldn’t have to go home to jail if he didn’t want to, and Jim really, really didn’t want to, man. Fuck that shit. Jim had watched that day at the bail house in Miami as one black after another got sent down for shit that made what Jim did look like kindergarten stuff. Jim knew he was doomed, man. But that didn’t mean he was gonna kneel and pray for it in some roach-infested shit-box in Miami, man.


By then the Circus was like Jim’s second home. ‘He came in all the time,’ remembers Patrick Chauvel, then a 21-year-old war photographer working part-time at the Circus as a barman. ‘I’d got back from Vietnam a few weeks before and I was saving up money to get back out there. Or maybe to Northern Ireland, where everyone said the next war was going to be.’ The first time Jim showed up, it was a big deal. But that had been weeks before and now he was ‘just another regular, really. A nice guy to speak to when sober, a monster when drunk.’ And Jim was always drunk.


It must have been two in the morning when one of his staff went to complain to Sam Bernett, the manager, about a stall in the ladies’ toilets being locked. People were banging on the door and shouting for whoever was in there to hurry up, but it had been nearly an hour and nothing. Sam should do something!


Wearily Sam made his way up the steps to the toilets. It was not the first time someone had locked themselves in, but usually it was in the men’s. He knocked, he banged, he shouted. Suddenly he feared the worst. Drugs – cocaine, heroin – were part of the lingua franca at an all-night dive like the Circus. It was the same for the trannies, homos and whores at the Alcazar next door. These places were tolerated without police interference. As long as nobody died in them.


Sam called for two of his men to break down the door. That’s when they found him. Jim, alone, zeroed out on the john, big belly hanging out, foaming at the mouth, face blood-spotted and grey, head down.




‘Merde!’


Sam spun on his heel and ordered his staff to clear the toilets out, make sure the clientele were informed they were closed for the rest of the night. Panic took over as Sam tried to find a doctor – someone discreet – who could come and give an opinion. But it didn’t look good. ‘That guy is dead,’ said someone who said he was a doctor; another regular patron of the club. ‘He’s not dead, he’s just fucked up,’ said one of the two men that had broken down the door. Sam decided to call the cops. ‘No police,’ they told him. ‘Not here. It will mean the end for the club.’


Then what? ‘We take him home . . .’


Sam watched as Patrick helped the two men lift the body out of the toilet, wrap a blanket around it as best they could and try and drag it up the steps, towards the back of the cloakroom, where a staff-only door led to the back passageway of the Alcazar, next door. ‘But the body was so big, so heavy,’ says Patrick. The guys carrying the body kept falling over and dropping it. Like a scene from Laurel and Hardy if it hadn’t been so macabre. ‘C’était horrible!’ shudders Patrick.


The important thing was to avoid a scandale. After Patrick helped half drag, half carry the body out through the connecting corridor from the Circus to the Alcazar, and onto the street, there was already a car waiting at the kerb, a big Mercedes. ‘Yes, it was a strange thing to find oneself doing,’ says Chauvel now, nervously, from his Paris home, ‘But I’d just come back from Vietnam and I’d seen a lot of weird things. I helped put the body in the back of the Mercedes then went back inside the Circus. They wanted everything to look as normal as possible.’




Once the silent heavy body had been shoved awkwardly across the back seat, the two men got into the front of the car and drove off through the hot Parisian night, gliding towards Le Marais, the picturesque Jewish quartier where Jim and Pam had stayed these past few months. 17 Rue Beautreillis, third-floor apartment. This time of night it only took 15 minutes. But then there was the added hell of trying to get the body up the several flights of stairs. And what would have to happen next when they got it there.


Back inside the club the regulars at the bar talked about it, despite Sam telling them to keep their mouths shut. There were lots of patrons like Sam and Patrick and Dominique and Sky Eyes, who had grown used to seeing Morrison at the Circus in the small hours, and knew he would score drugs sometimes, usually for Pam, he said, though lately who knew? It didn’t take much for young guys like Patrick and his American pal, Cameron Watson, who was DJing later that night at La Bulle, to come up with their own theories. ‘I heard that the guy he was used to getting drugs from had changed, been arrested or something,’ says Chauvel. ‘So Morrison got involved with a new guy that night and the heroin wasn’t the same at all. It was a lot more pure and Jim didn’t know. And he overdosed.’ When, later that same night, Watson muted a record he was playing to announce out of the blue, ‘Jim Morrison died this morning,’ nobody at La Bulle knew what to make of it. They merely shrugged and carried on dancing.


Back at the Beautreillis apartment, Pam, so far gone on her own pure-as-the-driven-snow Chine Blanche she could barely stay awake, didn’t know what to do, to say, as the two heavy-set guys unloaded Jim through the door and dropped the body thumping onto the floor. She’d been through this trip before, of course, or versions of it, Jim passing out all fucked up on some poor bastard’s floor, but this was different. Even Pam, in her heavy-lidded, barely there state, could dig that. Still, how bad could it be? Jim would sleep it off, as usual, and then what? She was more worried about who these fucking guys were. What did they want? Money? Her smack? Was this a fucking rip-off, man? Inside, she began to panic. Tried giving them orders but when they looked at her and she caught their faces – dark, heavy, neutral – she backed off and went into her little-girl-lost act instead. It had always worked before, it would now . . . right?


‘What’s wrong with him?’ she slurred, trying to sound cool.


They ignored her. Spoke among themselves, heavy, meaty French accents. Then one of them went into the bathroom and began running the tub.


‘What are you doing?’ she said, almost laughing, like this is a big put-on, right? ‘What’s going on?’


They ignored her, began undressing the body, roughly, boots first, laying them by the door, as if he’d just stepped out of them. Then the jeans and the off-colour T-shirt, one of them, the more nervous of the two, noticing the surprisingly grey hairs on Jim’s chest and pubes.


As they ran the hot water Pam finally came alive. She screamed, flew into the bathroom after them. Jumped in and lay on top of the body as the bath began to fill, screaming his name over and over. ‘Jim! Jim! Jim!’ Pulling at his hair and his eyes, trying to somehow get through, so they could both wake from whatever this dream did mean.




The men looked on with distaste then pulled her struggling from the bath. The water was too hot now anyway. Then they began telling her what she must do, over and over until the junkie whore seemed to get it straight in her head.











TWO


Ray of Light


Ray Manzarek was the first member of The Doors to become fully awake. To see what was going on, what might someday be. Ray, who really knew the name of the game; who made Jim a star, and kept him there, floating in the night sky, for ever more. Ray who was the ringmaster; the whip hand; the real seer and sage of The Doors. Ray who would never be able to let go, not even as the audience began throwing chairs at the stage, as Jim hurled his mike like a spear through the hearts of the crowd, as Robby rolled his transcendentally meditated eyes and John threw down his sticks and vowed he would ‘never play with that asshole again’. For Ray, who would rewrite the story again and again after Jim’s death, it became not the end of a shattered career but the beginning of a new religion.


Ray, who made the whole thing up, man. Kept the train on the tracks. Kept playing through it all, hunched over his keyboards like a mad professor crooning over his microscope. Ray, who cared so much there wasn’t enough room for anyone else to care at all.




When I last spoke with Ray, just a few months before he died, towards the end of the conversation he said, ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if I got a postcard or a phone call tomorrow from Jim, saying, “Hey, man, I’m back!”’


I had been prepared to put up with his Doors hagiography until then. It was a trip hearing Ray Manzarek of The Doors talk about ‘the sacrament’ of LSD. The ‘hot nights on Sunset where anything seemed possible suddenly’. But when he gave me the Jim-might-not-be-dead schtick I was surprised, then disappointed, then faintly disgusted. He was insulting my intelligence. He thought I was there just to write another meaningless chapter in the bible of The Doors, the one that ends with Jim dying of a heart attack in a bathtub while his loving girlfriend sleeps peacefully in the next room. Then I realised: no, he wasn’t putting me on. Ray was simply doing his job, the same one he’d been doing faithfully for over 40 years. Feeding the fire that kept him and the remaining members of The Doors and their dependants warm these many winters, keeping the myth alive for each successive generation of teenage existentialists so that they might keep buying into the whole dark fairy tale: that Ray had been the old wise man, the witness – relating this fable for so long he had actually come to believe and embrace it himself. In fact, this was always the way Ray had told himself the story, from the moment he first set eyes on his old college buddy Jim, moving through the sea mist towards him on Venice Beach that hot stoned afternoon in the nothing-doing summer of 1965, so acid-scorched and beach-combed skinny he barely recognised him as the same pudgy weirdo he’d been on head-drooping, mumbling, smoke-this terms with at UCLA.




‘Jim was supposed to go to the naval academy, and didn’t do that,’ Ray explained earnestly when I spoke to him for a piece in Classic Rock magazine in 2012. ‘Well, if he wasn’t going to do that at least he could go and study something that would prepare him for the diplomatic field. Jim was going to be groomed, as his father saw it, as an ambassador. Perhaps an ambassador to the court of St James would have been the ideal position for Jim Morrison to occupy, according to his father. Jim Morrison instead goes to the film school at UCLA and becomes an artist. That’s what I did too. I was supposed to be an attorney: Counsellor Manzarek. Instead I went to the UCLA film school . . . very serendipitous.’


So in an alternative universe, I asked, there’s Mr Manzarek the attorney-at-law and there’s Mr Morrison the foreign ambassador?


‘Yeah, and our paths could have still crossed, you know? Being proper gentlemen, we could have gotten together at some point.’


Yeah, maybe. And then again . . .


Raymond Daniel Manzarek Junior was born on the Southside of Chicago, on 12 February 1939. Ray, for whom everything had retrospective meaning, would explain that he was an Aquarius born into the Age of Aquarius: an idealist born into an age that defined itself as a utopian age of forward-thinking nonconformity and freedom. ‘Very serendipitous.’ His also liked to point out that his moon sign was in Sagittarius, as was Jim’s rising sign. And that he was born in the Year of the Rabbit, the lucky sign in the Chinese zodiac. Mostly, what Ray liked to tell you about himself was that he was a smart, educated, music-playing, art-loving humanitarian who believed in the good of man, and none more so than in himself. As Ray would make clear in his beautifully written autobiography, Light My Fire, self-doubt did not rank highly in Ray’s long list of personal attributes.


As Ray tells it, his father, Ray Manczarek Senior, came from hard-working Polish immigrants – Ray Junior would later drop the ‘c’ from the family name. A tool- and die-maker at the local plant, Dad was a good union man who raised Ray and two younger brothers, Richard and Jim, to be upright American citizens. School was the Everett Public Elementary School; school lunches were cooked and eaten at home. They were the kind of family that sat together around the table every night for dinner. That discussed things. Hopes and dreams and how to make them a reality, the way the two previous generations of Manczareks had strived to do. It was a typically upwardly mobile, mid-Fifties American childhood with trips to the beaches of Lake Michigan, school visits to museums like the Natural History and Science and Industry; nature walks, picnicking, football at Soldier Field . . .


Ray’s mother, Helen, was the musical one of the family. She had a wonderful singing voice, would treat the whole house to it every day. Helen would be the one who really encouraged her eldest son to learn to play, when she persuaded Ray Senior to buy a carved-wood upright piano. Ray Junior was seven and greatly put out when his father took him for his first piano lesson: it was a Saturday morning, a time when normally he would have been at Saturday morning pictures, catching up on the latest adventures of Flash Gordon. Instead he would now spend those precious hours in a dusty old room with an ancient European tutor, learning Beethoven and Bach.




As little Raymond got better at the piano his tutor insisted on regular daily practice: half an hour each day straight after school, practising scales and technique to the nearby sound of his classmates playing in the street. Then another half-hour after dinner, as his mother and father listened. Almost in spite of himself, he began to progress rapidly. By the time he was ten he was good enough for lessons with Bruno Michelotti, a dance band leader. It was Michelotti who introduced young Ray to musical theory; how to read a lead sheet and play simple left-hand accompaniments to melodies. It was also through Michelotti that Ray learned to play Harlem stride piano, ragtime stuff, boogie-woogie, mixing it up, trying to emulate boogie masters like Pine Top Smith, Meade Lux Lewis, Ray at the German upright piano at home, working his left-hand technique until even his parents begged him to stop. He was 12 when he mastered the left-hand boogiewoogie rhythm, the skill that would become his calling card in The Doors, where he applied the technique to the Fender Rhodes keyboard bass. The boy was tall and gangly, awkward on his feet, yet he possessed genuine rhythm. He really did


The only other things that really got his attention as a teenager were the high school softball team and because he was tall – six foot at 14 – the basketball team as well. But he stopped growing after that so the basketball fizzled out. The softball came to a more dramatic end after he overheard something astonishing blasting from the portable radio one of the cooler kids that didn’t do sports had brought with him one day. Mom and Dad had always kept blues records in the house, but it wasn’t until now that Ray discovered ‘the far right-hand side of the dial’ on the radio, where could be heard the authentic Chicago sound of John Lee Hooker, Muddy Waters, Jimmy Reed, BB King, and then later Chuck Berry, Little Richard . . .


Ray never played sports again, transitioning overnight to being one of the cool kids in their blue jeans and leather jackets who liked to smoke and dig the crazy sounds on the radio. He was 15, now attending St Rita’s, a private Catholic High School, all boys – which Ray would recall in his autobiography, Light My Fire, as ‘very depressing’ – being taught by Dominican priests in their brown monks’ robes.


Then came Elvis! The first time Ray saw Elvis on TV, doing ‘Blue Suede Shoes’ he had just turned 17, and as he later wrote, ‘My eyeballs fell out of my head! Wow!’ This was something else.


By now Ray had a more refined spine piano, where the white keys were black and the black keys white, a genteel cousin to the harpsichord which he nevertheless beat hell out of playing Elvis-style rock’n’roll when he should have been playing Bach. There was no turning back now. After St Rita’s he went to DePaul University, one of the better Chicago-area colleges, and mixed. He was an Economics Major in the College of Commerce but all he did was chase chicks, look at art and play the piano. He was 19 when he saw Muddy Waters bring his mojo to Chicago, with, on piano, the great Otis Spann, who now became Ray’s biggest inspiration. There were Otis and Johnnie Johnson, Chuck Berry’s keys-man, they were the cats that showed the way for Ray. The ones that taught him to allow the singer and guitarist the space to do their things, ‘comping’ behind them. Until it was his turn, when, as he wrote, ‘I am the lord and master. I control the destiny of the song. All must obey me . . .’


It was also now that Ray the would-be cultural attaché first came into existence. Not yet 21, but already a man of the world in his own eyes, he began to devour every art form that lent itself to his voracious gaze. Getting in on a two-buck student ticket, every Wednesday he would go to see the Chicago Symphony Orchestra play at the same Auditorium Theater where years later he would perform with The Doors. At first it was just the roaring spectacle he dug, but then he began to put it all together with everything else he was digging. How Debussy’s La Mer would find a resonant echo in the genius- jazz of Bill Evans, another great keyboardist whose shrine Ray now worshipped at. Classical, rock, blues, jazz, it was all one to him, he now saw; all different facets of the same glorious panoply of sight and sound, of new sensation.


Then there was film, painting, theatre, literature . . . all one, Ray decided, with music, at least when it was done to its utmost, when it pushed the limits in new and challenging directions. When a touring Picasso exhibition came to Chicago he went to that. When the phrase ‘world cinema’ was first coined, Ray got into that too, his head nodding approvingly at showings of Truffaut, Bergman, Camus . . . 400 Blows, The Seventh Seal, Black Orpheus . . . yeah, big daddy, what else can you show me? He didn’t get it all – Michelangelo Antonioni’s L’Avventura would remain stubbornly outside his reach. Alienation, he decided, was not his trip. Instead Ray looked to a future of inclusion and power to the people. He would see Citizen Kane so many times he lost count, each time taking different meanings from it. Flipping his lid over James Dean and Marlon Brando. Those days, man, they were such special times.


There was nothing Ray didn’t like seeing or doing back then. He would go from one extreme – digging West Side Story with the sexy Chita Rivera and the panoramic music of Leonard Bernstein – to the other – immersing himself in the great Aaron Copland: not the early Billy the Kid shtick, but the later 12-tone masterworks like Piano Fantasy. He became besotted with the plays of Tennessee Williams. When he later discovered that Jim, that other gothic Southern gentleman gone to seed, also loved Tennessee Williams, he saw it as one more sign that they were fated to meet, to work together, to shape destiny. In his book Ray claims that Jim always secretly fancied himself as a bit of a Chance Wayne, the gigolo-drifter star of Sweet Bird of Youth. Certainly that’s one of the ways Ray always liked to think of him, especially after his death, when Jim became anything Ray, his biggest fan, said he was.


His parents saw their son’s artistic leanings as a sign of intelligence, and hoped he would put that big brain of his towards becoming something serious, like an attorney. Instead he went to UCLA to study film. Oh well, shrugged Ray Senior, at least he’ll get a college degree from one of the country’s well-known universities. He could always get down to some serious work after that.


When Ray joined the Department of Cinematography at UCLA, it sounded grand enough to keep his ambitious parents happy. They were so excited at the prospect of their son having a career in the movie business they would soon follow him down to Los Angeles, buying a house on Manhattan Beach. But that wasn’t what was on Ray Junior’s mind at all. As he told me, ‘UCLA in the early Sixties was not the place to go for anyone thinking of a straight career.’ Ray spoke a lot in italics – he was always so certain of what he was saying, or at least wished to give the appearance of being so. ‘UCLA was really where my life and so many others began. I met my wife there, I smoked weed, took my first acid there, got in my first band . . .’


The really big event that going to UCLA triggered in Ray’s life, though, wasn’t to do with film or music or any other form of art. It was where he met his future wife, Dorothy Fujikawa. A beautiful, Japanese-American girl who enjoyed the same cultural pursuits as Ray but who displayed a much calmer, both-feet-on-the-ground approach to life, Dorothy was studying medicine. The same age as Ray, Dorothy had a much older head on her shoulders. She could stay up all night rapping with Ray about the finer points of Kurosawa’s Rashomon and still make a 9 a.m. class on cardiovascular disease. She was also Ray’s first big love affair. There had been a high school sweetheart he’d dated but who never let him get past second base. Then there was a beatnik chick he had started fucking on the first date. But when he went to California she went to Europe.


Now there was Dorothy. The two became inseparable and would remain that way for the rest of Ray’s life. Dorothy was more than just a scintillating lover and friend. She became his muse. The one he would always try to impress, to make happy, to gain the ultimate approval from. He developed the habit of always telling anyone he hadn’t already told how Dorothy’s IQ – 147 – was even higher than Ray’s – 135. And he dug it that Dorothy came with a certain otherness. She was American but also more than that. They shared the same sensibility. So while Ray would not have dreamed of following his beatnik girlfriend to Europe, he vaunted San Francisco, that most European of American cities, over Los Angeles. By comparison to Frisco, he said, L.A. was ‘a cowboy town’. Hippies and bohemians thrived in SF. Only the freaks survived in L.A.


When he made his first end-of-year student film, Evergreen, a short, black-and-white attempt at European art-house cinema – cool jazz soundtrack, off-camera dialogue laid over a collage of images – Dorothy was the co-star, along with another UCLA buddy, Henry Chrismonde, aka Hank Olguin. Hank would later have a walk-on part in the early story of The Doors.


The plot, such as it was, revolves around a young sax player and his beautiful, doomed-to-failure relationship with a jazz-loving Japanese-American girl. The movie shows the couple making love and just being together, chatting the way young lovers do about the things they like and the things they don’t like. All very cool and collected, like the soporific jazz score that accompanies the disjointed dialogue. But then the girl starts talking about marriage and the young musician checks out.


The movie ends with him walking away quietly one morning, not even leaving a note, unlike in real life, where the real musician – Ray – did marry the girl. But that was Ray, or certainly how he saw himself, and maybe it was true. The musician who could be relied on, that did not walk away. Ray was such a dreamer and yet so solid, it’s like watching his dream then waiting for it to come true. The good bits anyway.




Viewing the scenes on the beach in Evergreen now, more than 50 years later, one becomes poignantly aware of the sound of the waves crashing against the near shore that punctuates the cool jazz soundtrack, and begins to ponder how much that rasping, ghostly sound would recur throughout the story of Ray Manzarek and The Doors. From drawing up plans for The Doors on Venice Beach with Jim and the rest of the guys, to the backdrop of the crashing waves, like the sound of youthful promise. To how the last great song they would be remembered for, ‘Riders on the Storm’, would also be ushered in by the crashing waves of a thunder storm, only this time the mood they would summon would be elegiac, doomed. Like the word ‘finis’ flickering in fragile white script at the end of one of Ray’s beloved French underground movies.


When Ray’s second student movie, Induction, made it into the Royce Hall screenings, UCLA’s prestigious end of year best-of screenings, he got up and made a speech, which the entire faculty applauded. But he was already seeking applause in other places too. Ray and Dorothy shared a place near the veterans’ hospital complex, on Wilshire and San Vicente, halfway between Venice Beach and UCLA. Lots of young would-be musicians lived out in Venice and Santa Monica then, the rent was cheap and the living relatively easy. Lots of UCLA students now lived there too. Some, like Ray, who wanted to do both: study film and play in some hot young beat outfit.


Ray was aided in this ambition by the arrival of the rest of his family down in California in 1965, when his younger brothers, Rich and Jim, beat him to the punch by forming their own ad-hoc surfer band they named Rick & The Ravens. Like Jan and Dean but after several ‘lids’ of grass, Rick & The Ravens, featuring Rich on guitar, Jim on harmonica, a couple of high school buddies on drums and bass, and Ray – in his new onstage guise as ‘Screaming’ Ray Daniels – on vocals, were just one of a generation of likeminded surf outfits that littered the West Coast scene in the early 1960s. And just like The Jaguars, The Duals and so many others that came and went in a haze of pot smoke and surf spray, they were not destined for success. Nevertheless, with similar-thinking acts like The Marketts, who had a million-seller in 1963 with the gimmicky ‘Out Of Limits’ – repurposed from the name of the popular TV show of the time, The Outer Limits – showing there were bucks in them schmucks, Rick & The Ravens managed to score a modest deal for three singles with a local label, Aura, a subsidiary of the better-known West Coast jazz label World Pacific.


As well as releasing singles such as ‘Henrietta’, which Ray also incorporated into Evergreen, nothing happened outside of landing the band a regular gig at a less than salubrious dive called the Turkey Joint West in Santa Monica. What’s interesting is how easily Ray took to the role of frontman. Eschewing the opportunity to play the keyboards, his real calling card, he elected to take off his glasses and strum a guitar while standing at the mike and belting out such hastily written crowd-pleasers as ‘Just for You’ (‘Baby, just for you!’) and, their big finale each night and the closest they ever came to a hit when it got played once or twice on local radio, ‘Big Bucket T’, halfway between a hot-rod song and a surf anthem, with Ray affecting a voice somewhere between the Louisianan bayou and a taco stand in West Hollywood.


‘We didn’t know what we were doing,’ said Ray, years later, still living it down. ‘We were just having fun.’ But clearly he did know what he was doing and while he was certainly having fun he was always looking to take the band to the next level, with his impresario role in the Ravens continuing right through their gradual, if unforeseen, transformation into The Doors.


Being in the Ravens had another knock-on effect. It was where Ray got to meet Dick Bock, the head of World Pacific. Dick viewed Rick & The Ravens for what they were: the kind of disposable shtick you threw at the wall and waited to see if some of it stuck. If it did, yoo-hoo, you would stuff the 100-dollar bills into big fat rolls and use them to buy your wife something nice. If it didn’t, who cared? They were only kids out for a lark. One day they would grow up and get proper jobs. It was Dick, though, that handed Ray a double LP of the Maharishi giving lectures, which led to Ray going to his first TM classes, being held by Jerry Jarvis, the director of Transcendental Meditation West. Which is where he was first introduced to a young guy named John Densmore and his pal, Robby Krieger. Nice cats, both of whom had also played in various groups. Hmm . . .


And, of course, UCLA was the venue as well where Ray would meet the other great love of his life, Jim Morrison: Jimmy, to his friends, an overweight, quietly spoken but intense student it took a while for Ray to get to know. No sparks flew at that first meeting, or for a long time afterwards. Jim was just another one of those rich kids who’d ended up going to school in California mainly as an escape from the plans his father, a Commander in the United States Navy, had made for him.


‘We didn’t really get the story at first,’ Ray would tell me, ‘but little by little it emerged that Jim was supposed to have gone to the US Naval Academy at Annapolis, as his father had, then he was to enter the diplomatic service.’ He chuckled. ‘Well, that was never gonna happen. No more than I was going to do what my father wanted me to. Very few people at UCLA were there because their parents wanted them to be. I don’t think Jim had been doing anything his parents wanted him to for a long time before he got there. In fact, he told people his parents were dead. A lot of people believed that for a long time, because it seemed so plausible and he said it with such conviction. But maybe by then Jim’s parents really were dead. At least to him.’











THREE


Souls of the Ghosts


Jim was simply one of those guys that would never grow up. You met them on the up and you passed them again going down. They would either get left behind, or simply refuse to go any further, determined to stay forever young, whatever it took. Even if it killed them. Or until something bad happened. Something they couldn’t laugh off.


It’s a theme common to rock stars that make it young and never get over it, even after the circus has long since left town. But it was Jim Morrison who created that tragi-comic template, who embedded it in our minds. The idiot-savant orphan who falls to Earth bringing first heaven then hell to all they meet and touch and whose fates they alter, for better and worse.


His father was Rear Admiral George Stephen Morrison, known as Steve; his mother, Clara Clarke Morrison. Steve was born the son of a railway worker in Rome, in a remote part of western Georgia, in 1919. The upright son of old-fashioned Southern Presbyterians, who didn’t drink and had a history of distinguished military service, Steve had been raised in Leesburg, Florida, a former settlement with Scottish roots then best known for its watermelon production. A short, earnest-minded young man, Steve had his life pretty well mapped out for him, following in the family tradition in his late teens when he enrolled as a cadet in the US Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland.


Posted to Hawaii, Steve met Jim’s mother, Clara Clarke, at a US naval-base dance, in 1941, just weeks before the attack on Pearl Harbor that triggered America’s involvement in the war. Clara was a blonde bundle of fun with the prettiest face Steve had ever seen. Her father was a Wisconsin lawyer and political activist who made his reputation defending local unions against maverick bosses. This made him both a hero to the working people of Wisconsin and a figure of loathing to the business community. When he ran for office on the socialist ticket some years later, he failed to get elected but remained a powerful voice of dissent for the downtrodden for the rest of his career.


With America now officially fighting the Japanese in the South Pacific, and Steve about to complete his flight training, he and Clara hurriedly married in April 1942. They set up home in Pensacola, a seaport connecting the Florida Panhandle to the Gulf of Mexico, where Steve would be active on the USS Pruitt, an old World War One destroyer converted into a World War Two minelayer. It was the first of many moves the family would be obliged to make as Steve’s naval career gathered momentum in the years to come. By the time the couple’s first-born son, James Douglas Morrison – always just Jimmy to his family – was born on 8 December 1943, they had moved again, this time to Melbourne, Florida, one of the largest cities in the county. With Steve now away flying a Hellcat, one of a fleet of elite fighter planes eventually responsible for destroying more than 5,000 enemy aircraft in the Pacific Theater – more than any other Allied aircraft – Clara and baby Jimmy moved again, this time to stay with Steve’s parents, Paul and Caroline, who ran a laundry in Clearwater, east of the Gulf of Mexico. And there they stayed for the next three years, the longest period the Morrisons would ever live in one place while Jimmy was growing up.


The post-war years were no less active. Now a lieutenant, by 1947 Steve had transferred to Los Alamos, where he worked on the earliest nuclear-weapons systems. It was now, in yet another naval housing facility near Albuquerque, New Mexico, that Jimmy’s little sister, Anne, was born. It was while Anne was still a baby that one of the enduring strands of the Jim Morrison mythology is said to have begun. One that nobody has ever been able to convincingly substantiate, despite the pleasingly enigmatic sheen it confers on Morrison’s memory. The story of the morning, as related by Jim on tape, nearly 25 years later, he came across the ‘Indians scattered on dawn’s highway’, as he poetically put it. Suspiciously poetic, one is tempted to add.


According to legend, early one morning in 1948 the Morrison family, along with both Jimmy’s grandparents, were driving along the two-lane desert highway that connects Albuquerque to Santa Fe, when they came upon the aftermath of a head-on collision between a car and a truck carrying Pueblo and Hopi Indians. Pulling over, Steve and Paul got out of the car and went over to survey the ghastly scene. Crumpled, bloodied bodies lay strewn across the road, some dead, others seriously injured. Some were screaming out and crying for help. Jimmy, who had been dozing in the back of the car, now came fully awake and tried to clamber out of the car for a better look but was held back by his mother and grandmother. With no mobile phones in those days, the best Steve and Paul decided they could do for these poor people was to get back in the car and drive as fast as it would carry them to the next gas station, where they could use the phone to call for the emergency services. Which is what they did, an increasingly distraught Jimmy glued to the rear window as they drove away.


Overcome with excitement and fear, Jimmy pestered his folks with questions, observations, suggestions and more questions. The boy would not shut up, becoming more and more hysterical until finally, in an effort to calm him down, Steve looked over his shoulder at his son in the back seat and told him with a firm expression: ‘Jimmy, it didn’t really happen. It was a bad dream.’


A bad dream Jim would claim altered the course of his whole life, when, in 1970, he recalled in an interview, later used on the posthumously released Doors album, An American Prayer, how there had been ‘Indians scattered all over the highway bleeding to death’. It was, he said, the first time he had ever ‘tasted fear’. He went on to claim that he now believed that the souls of the dead Indians had somehow found their way into his soul. ‘And are still there.’


It’s a wonderfully cinematic story, of course, and one that fits beautifully in the telling and endless retelling of the Fable of Jim Morrison. But is it actually true? And, if so, how come Jim never told it before 1970, at a time when his habit of putting people on with crazy stories – everyone, even himself – was so well established that his closest friends no longer knew whether to believe him or not when he came out with these things? Until he died and Ray took the job over to such spectacular effect, no one built up the myth of Morrison more than Jim himself. He was an incorrigible liar who rejoiced in sending people crazy with his lurid fictions. As Robby Krieger later told me, in his understated way: ‘Jim had his own way of remembering things. I’m sure he believed what he was saying.’ Like when he would tell you with a straight face how both his parents were dead and that he had no other family. ‘A leap of faith if there ever was one’ is how John Densmore describes the souls-of-the-ghosts story in his autobiography, Riders on the Storm. And John was close enough to Jim during his crazy story-telling years to smell the bullshit better than anyone. In the end, it hardly mattered whether the story was true or not. Jim Morrison was inhabited by the souls of dead Indians? Far out, man! I knew it!


Less convenient to the myth but more true to reality was the fact that Jim grew up a nervous child, who would wet the bed. Something his mother found intolerable and would repeatedly punish him for, forcing him to sleep in the wet sheets. He began to lie about it or try to hide the sheets, sleeping on his bedroom floor rather than tell his mother and face further humiliation. Whether this was down to recurring nightmares of dead Indians or the constant moving home and changing of schools and the fact his father was away so much – when Dad wasn’t refusing to speak about his work at Los Alamos, he was away fighting the Korean war – cannot be said absolutely for certain. But when he later talked about the ‘first time I tasted fear’, it is hard to escape the notion that the adult, mother-fixated Jim was really talking about ‘dawn’s highway’ or any other deliberately misremembered street of dreams. And that he was actually relating back to those dreadful years when he was ridden with guilt and shame because of a mother who was disgusted with him and a largely absentee father who was the embodiment of everything his son was not: strong, manly, indomitable.


Years later, he would tell his lawyer, Max Fink, that he had been molested as a boy by an unnamed male figure in his family. Max, who had worked with Jim and The Doors throughout their turbulent career, was sceptical. But Jim had cried as he told the story and Max could not be sure. Was this true too or just another of Jim’s endless once-upon-a-times? Certainly there is no evidence, not even after all this time, that this story is true. But then, if Jim believed it, who knows? Perhaps he was speaking again in metaphor, in drug code, in crazy booze talk, in his increasingly rampant self-pity? What can be agreed is, he felt abused. If not sexually then in ways modern child psychologists would no doubt confirm. But then that was Jim, from boy to man, always just a little bit different from the rest, always the one with the special excuses. Always with the lovelorn eyes.


When Steve returned home from the Korean War in 1953, he did so as a war hero, awarded the Bronze Star for ‘heroic achievement’ in a combat zone. Meanwhile, with the family living in Washington, DC, before yet another move, this time to Claremont, California, to Steve’s alarm his ten-year-old son was growing into a chubby bookworm who loved reading and drawing, always won at Monopoly, loved art and music – he took piano lessons for a while – and had been recently diagnosed as asthmatic. Good at sports – he was reputedly the best kickballer in school and would later excel at swimming – he showed little or no interest in other sports, choosing instead to hide himself away in the dark fug of the local movie house, where he preferred the films of Marlene Dietrich over the shoot ’em ups other boys delighted in. Un attached to any particular football or baseball team, due partly to the family’s constant moving, partly because he instinctively disliked the idea of team games, fixating instead on the anti- authority figures of the day like Marlon Brando, James Dean and Elvis Presley, Jim was one of those rivers-run-deep boys who could be wincingly shy one moment, snarky and superior the next.


His brother, Andrew, born in 1949, was closer to their sister, Annie, than big bro Jimmy. But then no one ever quite seemed to get close enough to Jimmy. The same year he was appointed president of the student council, he was kicked out of Cub Scouts after he blatantly flaunted the rules and consistently mocked the den mother. It didn’t matter. In 1955 the Morrison family was back in Albuquerque, where their eldest son, on the brink of his teenage years, gave up piano arbitrarily and became an outdoorsman, spending more time wandering the desert perimeter, obsessing over lizards and snakes, than he did at home, flopped in a chair, sullenly engrossed in books and drawing. It didn’t last. Years later, when he would take acid and read hidden meanings into his hallucinations, the lizards and snakes returned to commune with him again, and he would write about himself as ‘the lizard king’. When his father, now Commander Morrison, was assigned to the aircraft carrier USS Midway, the family moved to the pleasantly dull San Franciscan suburb of Alameda, and Jim was back to skulking in his room and putting the other kids at school on their guard. By the time the 14-year-old Jimmy was enrolled into George Washington High, yet another new school, this time in Alexandria, Virginia, in 1958, classmates found him to be ‘quiet’, ‘shy’, ‘weird’ and, on occasion, ‘angry’. Already writing poetry, though he spent most of his time reading it, becoming obsessed with music, though far too impatient to have kept up his piano studies, he was the pudgy kid with the sweet face and few friends who always kept his distance from the crowd while at the same time almost daring them to join him.


In a 1991 article in local paper, the Alexandria Gazette, the writer Sandy Barnes spoke to a number of Jimmy’s classmates at GWH, to build an enthralling portrait of the artist as a young god. One of the kids Jimmy did hang out with was Jerry Ainsfield, who recalled ‘A handsome guy, but quiet and on the shy side [who] liked to write poetry and he was a talented artist.’ According to Stan Durkee, whose family would drive Jim to school each morning, ‘Intellectually, Jim was head and shoulders above all the rest of us. He read every book you could imagine.’ Stan and Jimmy would get the bus to nearby Washington, to search the town’s bookstores for Beat Generation writers like Kerouac and Ginsberg. He recalls studying Joyce’s Ulysses during English lessons, where ‘Even the teacher was learning from Morrison’s interpretation of the work.’ He added: ‘We all were.’


Durkee’s abiding impression, he said, was of a ‘detached, creative’ teenager who ‘few, if any, people in our class were really close to’. He said he included Jimmy’s family in that equation too, claiming, ‘He went for weeks without seeing his parents.’ These were not things he talked about much in school, preferring enigmatic silence to chitchat. But his frustration, his isolation, would sometimes come out anyway. Like the time ‘Jim got really angry and exploded’, after one of the teachers dared to question his judgement. ‘In a sense,’ Durkee concluded, ‘Morrison was rebelling against the smugness and mindlessness of the late Fifties. Jim took everything to the max.’


Not everyone remembered Jimmy quite so fondly, though. Another classmate, Dick Sparks, described him as the leader of a ‘tight little intellectual group who followed him like puppies [and] made fun of other people’. Patricia Madison recalls the future agent provocateur deliberately bringing a rotting fish onto a bus one broiling summer’s day just to piss the other passengers off. ‘Morrison would do things we didn’t dare do,’ she told Barnes. Like pissing in his locker one time rather than walk the short distance to the toilets. This may, in fact, be one of the first recorded incidents of drunken bad behaviour from Morrison. He ‘liked drinking bourbon’, Madison said.


But though another old school buddy, Tommy Edwards, recalls seeing Jimmy ‘walking down a street in Warwick Village barefoot with a guitar around his neck’, not one of his classmates says they would have guessed he might end up with a musical career. That accolade, they figured, would be taken by another of Jimmy’s classmates, Ellen Cohen, who sang in the school choir and a decade later became famous as Mama Cass, singer of The Mamas & The Papas, who would beat The Doors to chart success by two years, when they broke through in 1965 with ‘California Dreamin”.


But these were surface scratches, compared to the combustible teenager that was now growing into the sort of insolent young maverick neither his father nor, most especially, his mother was prepared to tolerate. The long passive silences developed into openly rebellious scowls. Jimmy learned how to antagonise and hurt his mother, who bore the brunt of his bad behaviour because his father was away so often at sea, and who grew to resent both men for it. Jim’s brother, Andrew, later told the writer Jerry Hopkins how much his mother, Clara, dominated the family home, coming down hard on Steve for never being there when she needed him and going out of her way to humiliate and shame her eldest son into submission. When that didn’t appear to work, she would simply leave him to his own devices, eventually talking Steve into sending the boy back to his grandparents in Clearwater to live, where he couldn’t do any more harm to the family reputation. Already exhausted by his flagrant disregard for the good manners expected of a senior naval officer’s son on those public occasions where the family was obliged to turn out for their father, the final straw came when Jim deliberately failed to show up for his high school graduation day.


Until then his father had held out a somewhat distant hope that Jim would come good in the end. To encourage the big turnaround, he once took him ‘for a little boat ride’ on his huge aircraft carrier. Telling the story years later to another credulous college buddy, Dennis Jakob, Jim told how they had ‘gone for a little spin’ and done some ‘target practise’, using the same riot guns as the marines under his father’s command did to blast the hell out of dummy enemy figures in the sea. Little Jimmy had been placed on an empty provisions box by his dad and given a gun and told to have a go. ‘So I fired away,’ Jakob recalls in his evocative 2011 memoir, Summer With Morrison. ‘I felt this raw sensation of power. Raw, masculine power.’ Dennis listened, wide-eyed with awe. Jim said he had understood it was his father’s way of giving him a glimpse of the good life he expected him to have, following in the old man’s footsteps. But how it had produced a very different effect in his son, one that would turn him into a would-be poet, not a soldier.


Again, it sounds almost too good to be true. Would a serious military career officer like Steve Morrison actually give his untrained young son a gun and invite him to shoot at will? What can be verified is that his father, increasingly worn down by his wife’s complaints and by his own lack of connection with his teenage son, took the decision in the summer of 1961, six months short of Jim’s 18th birthday, to send him packing to Clearwater, where he enrolled at St Petersburg Junior College.


He was at SPJ for the full 1961–62 academic year, getting Bs and Cs in English, Maths and Biology. Then he transferred to Florida State University, where he completed the 1962–63 academic year and the fall trimester of 1963, achieving As in Collective Behaviour and Essentials of Acting and a B in Philosophy of Protest. By all accounts, Jimmy was a good student. But he liked to drink and this caused him problems, as it would throughout his life. In September 1963, he was arrested and charged with petty larceny, disturbing the peace, resisting arrest and public drunkenness at a football game in Tallahassee, Florida. His crime: to get wasted on beer and loudly poke fun at the football players. It was a rainy day and, leaving the ground, he and his friends were ‘sword fighting’ with their umbrellas when Jim spotted a helmet through the open window of a police car. Grabbing it and putting it on his head, he was immediately arrested and taken to the local police station, where the first of many mugshots he would endure throughout his life were taken of him. In them the short-haired boy appears to be smirking. The charges were later dropped after his grandparents promised to discipline the boy themselves but they never did, dismissing his antics as merely the hijinks of a high-spirited boy letting off steam.


Another time, at a house party on Clearwater beach he’d been taken to by a friend, Jim ‘provoked reaction’ when he stood on the couch and pissed on the floor. It was always bad when he got drunk, something he liked to do more and more. Another friend from those days, Phil Anderson, recalled him, drunk on Chianti, at a racetrack in nearby Sebring, rolling around in the dirt in a white fake-fur coat he’d found somewhere, like a polar bear covered in dirt, and tried to launch himself onto the track. Friends grabbed his ankles. ‘He’d get a real pleasure out of shocking people.’


What finally cooled him out, if just for a little while, was meeting the girl who became his first real love, Mary Frances Werbelow, a 17-year-old Clearwater High junior-year grad who would dominate his life for the next three years. As Jimmy’s second cousin, Gail Swift, later put it, ‘I think they answered a lonely call inside each other.’




It was the summer of 1962 and Mary was sunbathing on the beach beneath Pier 60, with a friend, when both girls spotted the 18-year-old Jimmy strolling across the hot sands towards them, him and another pal, joking and flirting, shyly at first and then with more confidence. Mary was slender, almost boyish, dark auburn hair in the early-Sixties Jackie Kennedy style, very pretty. And more than a match for Jim. When he challenged her to a game of matchsticks, and lost, his forfeit was to become her ‘slave for a day’. Mary took the offer seriously enough to command him to get his hair cut – that very moment. Which, bizarrely, he did, even putting up with her ordering the barber to cut it ‘Shorter! Shorter!’ until he was left with his head shaved into a ‘buzz-cut’. Next, Mary’s ‘slave’ was told to wash her little black Plymouth car, which she’d nicknamed ‘The Bomb!’ Job done, Mary’s slave was then told to chauffeur her to St Petersburg, in the now sparkling black Bomb, and treat her to the pictures, where they were showing West Side Story.


With her orthodox Catholic schoolgirl upbringing and straight-edge friends – Mary had never drunk anything stronger than cola, and was still a virgin and proud of it – it was hard for outsiders to understand what she saw in the freaky new kid in town. But, like Jim, Mary had never felt like she properly fitted in anywhere, and related strongly with Jimmy’s more obvious outsider status. Never mind the clothes he wore or the way he mumbled his words, he could challenge you to pick any book at random from the piles that covered every surface and spare space in his bedroom, read the opening lines and he’d know the book, give you the author’s name, even recite the next few lines. ‘He was a genius,’ Mary said, years later, in a rare interview. ‘He was incredible.’*


Together, they enjoyed that rare thing only couples that have a real connection are capable of: silence in each other’s company. ‘We connected on a level where speaking was almost unnecessary. We’d look at each other and know what we were thinking.’* They would sit and read together, or in separate rooms, they would hang out together every day practically, either at Mary’s parents’ place on Nursery Road or at Jim’s grandparents’ house. ‘I hated to let him go at night. I couldn’t shut the door.’ The only thing they didn’t do together was have sex. ‘It was not happening. And it didn’t for a long time,’ said Mary. ‘I’m surprised he held out that long.’*


Jim had begun his lifelong habit of carrying a notebook around with him. According to a Florida State contemporary, Bryan Gates, ‘There was no one who wasn’t under observation.’ Jim’s ‘only purpose in life was observation’. Even when they were driving somewhere, Jim would make Mary keep his notebook open in her lap, urging her, ‘Write this!’ Or when he got too intense, pull the car over, grab the book, and scribble down his thoughts as fast as he could manage. Then, without looking at them, hand the notebook back to Mary and drive off again.


Jim rarely drank in front of Mary, either, ‘out of respect for me’, she insisted. And the stupid pranks were kept to a minimum, or saved for when she wasn’t around. ‘We were in love, and he didn’t want to do things that I didn’t like.’* Instead, he was always supportive, telling friends she was a great artist, who could draw even better than he did. When, in 1963, not long after Mary’s 18th birthday, she had entered a beauty contest to become Miss Clearwater, a horribly bored and out-of-place Jim stayed awake long enough to see her come second.


When Jim eventually transferred to Florida State, in Tallahassee, each weekend he would hitchhike back the 230 miles to Clearwater. He would also phone her every other day, instructing her to stand waiting at a designated phone box, so that she could speak freely away from her parents. Mary’s dad, who had begun to take against Jim, had been appalled when Mary suggested she might see Jim in Tallahassee. The couple would swap letters almost daily, too. Not that that prevented Mary from expressing her anger at Jim whenever she felt he had let her down. One weekend, after he’d hitched all the way back to see her, Mary ordered him out of the car at a busy intersection, and then drove off, leaving him standing there. When she finally came back she found him slumped, sobbing inconsolably, at the roadside. She stopped the car and told him to get in. He did what he was told and got in.





* Copyright © St. Petersburg Times, 2005.











FOUR


Hands upon the Wheel


Drummers and singers: it’s a long and rarely pretty story. They both long to be the centre of attention, yet their ways of achieving it are dependent on entirely different factors. Singers don’t need a complicated kit to set up and be clashingly loud in order to hone their craft or simply have fun. Drummers do. Singing can be done anywhere anytime, loud or quiet, with people or without. Drumming can’t. Drummers need others around them, an ensemble, to truly make their art come to life, to fulfil their utmost potential.


Singers get all the glory. By and large, drummers get none. Singers stand at the front. Drummers sit at the back. Singers have big mouths and plenty to say. Drummers have the loudest, most insistent voices. Eventually the two clash. Then things get nasty. It can be a fight to the death. A drummer’s magic is all in his hands and feet. It’s all expressed through the thunder of his heart, the syncopation of his own blood. A singer – especially one like Jim – finds his wonder in his own mind, there’s the voice, the breathing, but that is merely the rug beneath his winged feet. A singer like Jim Morrison is all about the intangible, the thing that passes for consciousness, both shared and otherwise. He doesn’t care for timing or even rhythm, not when the ideas are flowing. In short, the singer is every drummer’s nightmare; the one loose spoke on the wheel that can never be fixed.


This can be a good thing when the drummer is Charlie Watts and he is able to punch Mick Jagger in the jaw for daring to call him ‘my drummer’, as happened one overeager night in the early Eighties. It took Mick down a peg and actually made life just that little bit more liveable for the other members of the band and its entourage. Or it can be bad, when it’s John Densmore and all you want to do is go out there and show how good you and your band are, but Jim Morrison merely wants to bring down civilisation as we know it and start a bloody revolution. He says.


‘Jim knew I disapproved of his self-destruction, that’s for sure,’ John told me in 2012, during an interview for Classic Rock magaizne. ‘More than anyone else in the band, I was rather tortured by his self-destruction [but] that was the card I was dealt.’ You could hear his voice tense as he said it. Not wanting to besmirch the legend all these years later, there being no real victory in beating the already beaten, he was still aggrieved and frustrated all these years and lifetimes later.


Born on 1 December 1944, a fiery Sagittarius, like Jim, John Densmore was never going to be close to someone like Jim Morrison. An earthy character rooted in the touchable, doable, achievable; a team player in the very best sense of the word, John was the kind of straight-edge guy who expected back whatever he gave you, who simply couldn’t get his head around anyone who didn’t believe in that fair exchange. The very opposite of how Jim Morrison saw himself, in fact: Jim the big fire-starter who had so much energy to burn he could never direct it, never control it, just letting the flames lick at and consume whatever they came into contact with, as if Jim were helpless to stop them.


John didn’t dig that shit. It wasn’t who he was or who he ever wanted to be. John wasn’t about being an outsider. As the first snare drummer in his high school marching band, he recalled in his memoir ‘the feeling of power one got when playing with 40 other musicians’. He was the train driver. All aboard! John wanted to belong, and Jim Morrison had never belonged anywhere. Not for long.


John’s roots ran deep. As he discusses in his splendid 1990 memoir, Riders On The Storm, one of his earliest memories was attending mass every Sunday with his mother, Margaret, older sister, Ann, and younger brother, Jim, at St Timothy’s Catholic Church, in West L.A. His father, Ray, did not go with them, as he was not a Catholic. Nor had any intention of becoming so.


Margaret Mary Walsh was a native Californian with a strict Catholic upbringing. She was 16 and working at the local library when the 12-year-old Ray Blaisdale Densmore and his family moved in next door. Ray was a gutsy kid. There was little time for school, Ray being forced out to work to help keep the family fed. The kind of tough, Depression-era upbringing that would crush a lesser person was taken in his stride by Ray, before he went back to school in his twenties, enrolling at USC to study for a degree in architecture. He also did work on the side as an actor with the Santa Monica Players. Margaret also made money as ‘a commercial artist’. They had been dating for years before Ray finally proposed. She agreed on condition the kids be brought up as Catholics.


It was against this sturdy background that John grew up. The middle child, he wasn’t pushed in any one direction or allowed to drift too much. Enamoured of his parents’ Glenn Miller records, when he expressed interest in learning the piano at eight, they rented him an old upright to take lessons on. John loved it but his parents didn’t hothouse him on it the way Ray Manzarek’s parents did. John mainly just played when he felt like it. His biggest piano thrill, he recalls in his book, was learning a short piece then playing it, ‘especially for an audience’.


A pupil at Daniel Webster Junior High School in West L.A., when offered the chance to join the school band he had one eye on the clarinet, which had keys like a piano but looked cooler and was easier to carry around. The family dentist put the block on that though, insisting it would ruin his wonky teeth, for which he had already had a brace fitted. When the school suggested he might like to try drums instead, the indefatigable young boy was delighted. His parents less so, as they flinched at the noise it would make. They gave in though after seeing how serious he was, taking lessons after school on a well-worn wood and rubber practice drum pad. It wasn’t long before he was dragging them to Mr Muir’s Drum Shop, where John persuaded them to purchase his first shiny new kit.


One thing led to another. He was 13 when he became the timpanist in the school orchestra. After that came the school marching band, swiftly moving from bass drum, to cymbal player, to his dream gig: first snare drummer. Required as he was, however, to wear a uniform while playing, complete with plumed hat and gloves, this was not a cool gig. Coming lower even on the school pecking order than the tennis players, who were generally considered to be ‘faggots’ – and John was an active tennis player – this made him an outcast overnight; a virtual untouchable to the girls and easy meat for any passing jocks who fancied picking on him. A stigma it would take a long time to shake off.


Partial salvation appeared when he was invited to join a local youth outfit named Terry & The Twilighters, playing Top 40 hits of the day. They were all Catholic, like John, but they didn’t go to Catholic school and so were cooler. There were other benefits that obtaining such a plum gig bestowed upon him. Firstly, he got to play regular gigs on the Catholic school circuit. Secondly, in an effort to help him fit in, his parents allowed him to join an ordinary ‘public’ state school, University High School. He would still need to attend regular catechism classes every Saturday morning, but that was a small price to pay for this newfound freedom.


Best of all, though, it was through playing drums in the Twilighters that John met his first girlfriend, Heidi. Only snag: Heidi was a virgin from a staunch Catholic school run by nuns, so she and John never got beyond ‘heavy petting’. More troublesome was the fact that Heidi had been dating Terry, the singer and titular leader of the group. Suddenly rehearsals became awkward. So awkward, in fact, both Terry and John stopped going. Cue: the end of the group. John continued to play as ‘a casual’, a drummer-for-hire at various one-off gigs playing weddings, bar mitzvahs, birthday parties . . . good drummers were hard to find and John was becoming a very good drummer indeed. He wasn’t paid well or at all sometimes, but he got to play in front of teenage girls in tight tops and short skirts and that in itself was reward enough. For now.


When John graduated he did so with average grades. Major university fodder he was not. So in the autumn of 1963 he enrolled in Santa Monica City College. It was not a happy time. He could never find a subject that fully captured his interest and he switched majors several times, without ever settling on anything outside music that he felt good at, that he felt he might actually have something interesting to say about. His only notable success came when – ensconced once again as first snare drummer in the SMCC marching band – he was part of the team that won the 1964 All-California Junior College Marching Band Competition. Their prize: to perform before 90,000 spectators at the L.A. Coliseum for the American football Pro Bowl final.


John recalls in his memoir how the summer of 1964 also saw the opening of a new type of music club along the Strip, all-ages bars where alcohol was not served but young local groups were booked to play sets of original material, without the pressing need to perform Top 40 covers in order to sell beer. Nineteen-year-old John and his best bud, Grant, would be out most nights checking out the scene at hip new joints like The Trip, Brave New World and Bedo Ledo’s. Needing a car to get there, John took a part-time job in a Chinese laundry, folding the clothes, eventually saving up enough to buy a rundown 1957 Ford convertible painted silver. Wow, man!


John and Grant grew their hair long, and were hip to the more musically far-out new acts like Love, who John was utterly bamboozled by then hopelessly obsessed with. Rightly seeing Love as one of the few bands of the new L.A. rock’n’roll scene that could satisfy both his jazz leanings and still get him onto the rock stage, wearing the crazy clothes and fighting off the crazy chicks. Despite his hair and his increasingly radical musical tastes, John knew he wasn’t even on the same planet as the guys in Love. Led by the boundlessly charismatic Arthur Lee, in his purple granny glasses, deep-fringe jackets, giant flared jeans and psychedelic shirts, Love were interracial, trippy, ultrafashionable . . . John found it hard to believe that they actually walked around like that on the street. But they did.


His real musical passion though lay beyond the head-rattling strains of the rock’n’roll garage bands that mainly comprised the new Strip scene, and towards the heavy-duty jazz scene then percolating just a few blocks away on Central Avenue. ‘I was a jazz buff,’ he would tell me in 2012. Describing himself as ‘a snob about rock. I mean, I knew about Elvis and Little Richard, loved it. But then The Beatles came along and, it was like, oh, this is cool. And so I came from a sort of improvisational, experimental background, so I loved exploring the edge and kind of different [styles of music].’ Love had fitted right into that new musical paradigm. But only because they were so clearly set apart from it. Where John and Grant really got their kicks was at jazz joints like the Renaissance Club, where Lenny Bruce had performed; the Manne Hole, owned by the great jazz drummer Shelly Manne; Melody Lane on Adams Boulevard; the Lighthouse; the Bit; and the Parisian Room. The kind of ‘late-nite’ places very few white boys would dare to go to.


A quarter of a century later, writing in the L.A. Times, John recalled the ‘sacred gin joints’ he and Grant would start to frequent as ‘intimidatingly cool’, adding, ‘Just the food for a hungry teenager.’ It was at Shelly’s Manne Hole that he saw John Coltrane’s exquisite drummer Elvin Jones for the first time; the man who would become ‘my muse’ in The Doors, as he imitated the ‘dialogue’ Jones would create with Trane in epic Doors numbers like ‘When the Music’s Over’, those echo-chamber moments where the rest of the band would fade, leaving Jim to attempt lift-off with one of his improvisatory poem-songs. Before that it had been Joe Morello, the white drummer in the Dave Brubeck Quartet, that had swallowed his attention. Now came the whole gang.


‘The “press roll” in the Doors’ “Wild Child” is from sitting right next to Art Blakey at the Manne Hole,’ he revealed. ‘The groove on “The End” is influenced by seeing Chico Hamilton down at Howard Rumsey’s Lighthouse at the Sunday afternoon jazz sessions. The freeform drumming behind Jim’s poetry is watching Elvin and Coltrane battle it out in “Chasin’ the Trane”.’


With Grant now modelling his electric-keyboard style on Trane’s pianist, the great McCoy Tyner, the same guy Ray Manzarek was also then becoming obsessed with, John and he would jam together, dreaming they were sparring with Trane. They even started asking to ‘sit in’ with players they came across in the bars and clubs, getting by on smiles and nods. On the rare occasions they actually elicited spoken approval John would be on cloud nine for days afterwards. But you needed to be 21 to legally play in most of these places so they drove all the way down to Tijuana and scored some fake IDs off a Mexican street hustler. John used his new fake ID to obtain a regular gig at the Orbit, a smoky Santa Monica bar.


The only thing missing from the 19-year-old John’s life was the ability to get laid. No matter how much he and Grant cruised around town in the old silver Ford they could not pick up chicks. They quickly divined that this also had something to do with the kind of music they had blasting out of the car. The Beatles may have had five chart-topping albums in America that year, but the Coltrane quartet also had five albums out in the same period, none of which even touched the US Top 40, yet all of which, especially Live at Birdland and Crescent, showcased the sax player’s classic Jones, Tyner and double-bassist Jimmy Garrison line-up at the very height of their hard-bop, modal, avant-garde powers.


But the little girls simply refused to understand and so the boys decided their next-best strategy was to get a pad of their own and start throwing some parties. Once again using their fake IDs, they talked their way into renting a small abode in Topanga Canyon. John’s parents agreed to kick in half the $70 a month rent on condition he continued his college studies, at which point he transferred to San Fernando Valley State College, in nearby Northridge. What they simply hadn’t known was that, in the autumn of 1964, Topanga Canyon was Hippy Central.


John had not even smoked grass or taken uppers or any of the other usual first steps before he dived right in and took his first acid trip. One of the black cats he had sat in with more than once turned him on to the idea. A wheelchair-bound sax master named Bud who used LSD to give him back his legs and send him anywhere he wanted to go. Inspired, John invited Bud back to the Topanga house to talk him and Grant through the rudiments. Bud brought the acid in powder form, warned the boys to take only half a dose first time around in case things got too ‘heavy’, then split with his friend Ed, a huge black guy who carried Bud out in his arms.


Impatient, John and Grant simply shovelled the bitter-tasting powder onto their tongues and waited for lift-off. They did not have to wait long. Considering his complete lack of experience in this area, it’s unsurprising to read in Densmore’s book how at first he felt like he was slipping into the void, nose-diving into the classic Bad Trip. Before Grant’s helpless laughter pulled him out of it and he began ascending into the full-on lysergic rollercoaster sunshine moonstone acid trip. Afterwards he knew he was changed in some fundamental way. As he so eloquently puts it in his book, ‘A crack had appeared in the façade of reality and I had peered through.’ Afterwards, ‘Nothing had changed yet everything had.’


Coincidentally or not, depending on your mind-blown headspace, man, it was just a few weeks later that John Densmore met Robby Krieger, another acid-virgin looking to take the big ride. Robby was a year younger than John but many more miles further down the road of his own journey from apprentice to astronaut. He may not have climbed aboard the psychedelic wagon train just yet, but Robby had been a pothead since he was 16, been sent to private school by his exasperated father and survived to tell the tale in the kind of soft-rolling, low-slung argot that sounded like the surf at Venice Beach rolling in and out again on an exceptionally calm early-hours morning. He also played the kind of far-out guitar that had clearly been touched by jazz yet would snake off into so many other hazy directions it was impossible to know where it had all come from originally. A bit like Robby himself, who just kind of appeared one day, beamed down as if by some bearded god-freak in the sky that fancied fucking with John’s head just a little. Then maybe just a little bit more.


Robert Alan Krieger was born on 8 January 1946, in Los Angeles. The son of an aeronautical engineer who held several US government contracts, Robby grew up in a home steeped in classical music. A big favourite was Peter and the Wolf. Like every other teenager in Fifties America, however, it wasn’t long before Robby had swapped the delights of Prokofiev’s ‘Children’s Symphony’ for the more illicit pleasures of Elvis Presley, Little Richard, Fats Domino and Chuck Berry.


A friend had an old acoustic guitar always lying around the place and whenever Robby visited he would find himself plucking away, trying to figure out how to make it work. It wasn’t until he and his non-identical twin brother, Ron, were sent to private school, Menlo, near San Francisco – after he and Ron got busted for smoking pot – that Robby really got hooked on guitar. ‘I was flunking out of school and spending too much time surfing’ is how he later recalled it, somewhat disingenuously. He took up classical guitar at Menlo because of the rule that obliged students to spend three hours each night in their rooms studying. ‘But if you had a guitar or something, you could do that.’


He became passionate about flamenco guitar, obsessing over the music of Sabicas, the self-styled King of the Flamenco Guitar, and the great Zambra Juan Serrano, whose intense demeanour and evocative single-note style Robby was particularly taken with. Receiving lessons from teachers at Menlo called Arnold Lessing and Frank Chin, ‘I learned to play with my thumb under the neck.’ He also eschewed the idea of using a pick, preferring to grow his fingernails long and use those instead. When he discovered Segovia, he approached him in the same, open-minded almost too innocent way.


After high school, Robby spent a year at the University of California at Santa Barbara, which he later described as ‘keeping out of the army’. Bob Dylan was suddenly where it was at and Robby got himself a neck-mounted harmonica and began getting up and playing and singing on the local folk circuit. He also played occasionally with a jug band, the riotously named Back Bay Chamberpot Terriers. Robby got deep into the scene, digging Dave Van Ronk and the loose-fitting blues style of Spider John Koerner.


Robby didn’t care what musical ‘tradition’ these players came out of. As he said to me, ‘I just dug the good stuff.’ After he saw Chuck Berry play at the Santa Monica Civic Auditorium, he went out the next day and bought himself a black Gibson SG. The classical acoustic was iced and Robby never looked back. ‘I got to know some people who did rock’n’roll with jazz, and I thought I would make money playing music.’


Getting his kicks playing electric guitar for the first time, Robby absorbed any and every influence he came across, from the wild city boy blues of Albert King to the Gypsy polyrhythms of Django Reinhardt; from the hip jazz guitar stylings of Wes Montgomery to the tough, earth-powered blues of Muddy Waters. They all became jumping-off points for Robby, musical footprints he would follow without question, never thinking to stop for long anywhere while there were still places left to go. When the path led him to Indian classical music he kept right on going there too, playing along to Ravi Shankar’s 1963 album, Ragas & Talas, using his flamenco finger-picking style on his SG to try and replicate the master’s transcendental sitar.


Though he didn’t know it, Robby had first breathed the same air as John at college, where the latter recalled him as the rich kid that drove his dad’s big Plymouth and paid for petrol using a credit card: the first time John had ever seen anyone do that, let alone a frizzy-haired, spaced-out teenager who looked more like he’d stolen both the card and the car.


Because Robby came from money – his family lived in a big house in the swish Pacific Palisades part of West L.A. – John found him hard to figure at first, misinterpreting his quiet, surefooted demeanour as arrogance, even snobbery. But Robby was a gentle cat, used to being misread by others. He moved in his own space and time; John would come round like all the others, and he did.


It was John who turned Robby on to acid, but Robby who took it and ran with it and was soon the go-to guy for John and all his other friends that wanted to score. Robby would also bring around pot and sometimes a little Methedrine. For the quiet guy of the bunch he sure was fearless when it came to getting it on. Robby was a dude. He just didn’t feel the pressing need to make a big deal of it.


In his book, John maintains that Robby did have an edge, just that you wouldn’t see it at first. That Robby displayed that classic passive-aggressive quality which a lot of children of the wealthy have when vying for space with the less fortunate of their peers: too well-mannered to talk trash but steely sure of themselves and not about to be pushed into anything they didn’t already want to do. It was this quality, more than any other, in fact, that would so enamour Robby Krieger to Jim Morrison, who quickly became used to riding roughshod over everyone else’s feelings, yet could never find any real purchase with quiet, cool, hugely unimpressed Robby. Robby was like L.A. after dark, when the heat hasn’t quite worn off but the light no longer blinds your eyes. Dark, sometimes dangerous, but dreamy too, part of the same undulating neon ooze of the Strip as it starts to settle into what it really is, not what Jim Morrison or anyone else, no matter how loud they shout or how much they kick against it, wants it to be.


If John, with his feet planted firmly on the ground, represented the element of earth in The Doors – of solidity, strength, indomitability – Robby would come to represent the element of air – of expansion, vibration, flexibility. Tellingly, Jim – who would provide the element of fire, of energy, dynamism, volatility – considered Robby his best friend in the band. So did John. ‘Robby was my best friend, most of the way,’ John would tell me. Ray, not surprisingly, said he didn’t believe in ‘childish concepts’ like best friends. But that was only because Ray, who would represent the element of water – of cohesion, interconnection, fluidity – got cold-shouldered after Jim finally refused his offer of brotherhood and tutelage, to hang out more with Robby. Because it was Robby, more than the others, more than anybody, who saw Jim for what he really was – another spoiled boy with rich parents searching for a way to pay them back without admitting they were somehow responsible – and so he never expected anything more from him. Ever.
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