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MORE ADVANCE PRAISE FOR THE DOORS UNHINGED


“There are some of us out there who still have principles and cannot be bought. John is one of them. He is not for sale and that is his gift to us.”


—Tom Waits


“When you read in these pages about the difficulties in communication suffered by and between surviving band members, you become witness to something very similar to the grief and heartbreak felt by parents who have lost a young child. It wasn’t just Jim Morrison that they lost, but their kid, their band, The Doors. Though it’s something I don’t like to think about, there will come a time when I will be a Dead Rock Star. I can only hope that in my inevitable absence there will be someone with the integrity and principled behavior of Mr. Densmore looking after whatever legacy our group may leave behind.”


—Eddie Vedder


“John Densmore’s latest book is exceptional. As usual the writing is excellent, but the conflicts he endured in standing up for Jim Morrison long after he left the earth can provide inspiration for all who read the amazing story of what took place behind The Doors.”


—Michael Blake, Oscar-winning author of Dances with Wolves


“John Densmore has repeatedly protected his band and its legacy under circumstances in which it would have been much easier to simply do nothing—and collect a check in exchange for that passivity. He believes, however, that the continuing meaning of The Doors’s music is more important than money. Or perhaps he believes that the more meaningful The Doors’s music remains, the more successful it will be. In either case, he has shown great courage and a determination to take the long view and the high road—virtues that are important and all too rare both in the world of rock and roll and well beyond it.”


—Anthony DeCurtis, contributing editor, Rolling Stone


“Those of us who were on the bus in the sixties and took that magical and dangerous trip came out of that experience with a code that would guide us for the rest of our lives. The lesson was to live your life as if there was something bigger than your own mortality at stake. That art, for example, gifted by the muse, is bigger than the artists who create it. I am forever grateful to John Densmore, not only for enduring the crucible described in this book, but for never wavering from the code that some of us still hold so dear. Because the music that The Doors created is so important to so many people, its worth is much greater than the sum of its parts; and certainly greater than their commercial success. Because John Densmore believes this, we are all in his debt. Not only for renewing our belief in the transcendent magic of The Doors, but for staying true to the best ideals of our generation.”


—Jim Ladd, DJ and author
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To Danny Sugerman,
Who used to drive me crazy,
But at his final crossing,
Checked out like a
Bodhisattva
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We feared that the music which had given us sustenance
was in danger of spiritual starvation.
We feared it losing its sense of purpose,
we feared it falling into fattened hands,
we feared it floundering in a mire of spectacle,
finance, and vapid technical complexity.


—Patti Smith, Just Kids










Preface



Money is not evil. It’s a potent energy that can be used to feed negative or positive impulses. Ever since rock and roll was born, a tradition has been building on the idea that our music means something more than money, and if it’s compromised, its power could be lessened. That’s the underlying thread of this book.


Even though turning down the big bucks makes me weak in the knees, I’ve remained consistent with my stance about music and money. I was offered a good deal for this book by a major publisher; I took it, but it didn’t work out for me. “Give us some gossip about Jim,” they kept saying.


“I’ve already written about Jim in my memoir, Riders on the Storm: My Life with Jim Morrison and The Doors,” I said. “It was released in 1991 and it was a New York Times best seller. You should pick it up.”


“There’s gotta be more stories about him,” they persisted. They wanted to destroy my baby by chopping off a couple of arms, but I wouldn’t allow it.


“Look,” I told them, “I’m sorry I didn’t shoot heroin like Keith Richards or have seven wives like Greg Allman, but this book is the antithesis of sex, drugs, and rock and roll. That could be your marketing campaign.”


They weren’t buying it, so I returned the advance, took the manuscript back, and self-published it. When it was initially released in 2013, I was a little ahead of the curve, but it seems that the time for this book is right now. As of 2019, the following artists have sold their songs or recording rights for BIG bucks: Bruce Springsteen, Paul Simon, the Beach Boys, Neil Young, Tina Turner, Ray Charles, Stevie Nicks, Whitney Houston, David Crosby, Dolly Parton, David Bowie, John Legend, James Brown, ZZ Top, Taylor Swift, Shakira, Mick Fleetwood, Lindsay Buckingham, Mötley Crüe, Neil Diamond, Bad Company, and America. Some of them have sold parts of their catalog and a few have disallowed certain songs from being exploited to sell products. Even our great poet-prince Bob Dylan has succumbed to the temptation. I think his reasons are different, though. Money is an addiction, but for Dylan it’s not about the dough. He just hates being put on a pedestal, so he deliberately does things to throw us all a curveball.


In the book, I write about how Bruce Springsteen is one of the few left standing, but now, I can’t help but wonder what his hero, Pete Seeger, would think about “The Boss” selling his songs for $500+ million. Maybe he will give a bunch of his dough to charity. I know, it’s nobody’s business what someone does with his or her $$. It’s a free country. But those songs were soundtracks for people’s lives, and it would be weird for them to hear, “Born to Run . . . to WalMart.” It’s disturbing, but artists strive so hard to catch the brass ring that when they get there, it can be blinding. That could be one reason for the dark glasses: you don’t want the fans looking into the windows of your soul and seeing nothing!


I would only sell The Doors’s catalog if we could abide by Jim Morrison’s wishes to not allow any of the songs to be used in commercials. Ever. In perpetuity. That’s safer than hanging on to it until I’m not here anymore. My kids know my wishes, but several generations down the road, they might not, so I can lock it in right now, in perpetuity. Those two words. That means no one would ever be allowed to use the music in an ad. Then I could put the obscene amounts of front money toward green energy, social justice, and the environment. Money is like fertilizer: When hoarded, it stinks. When spread around, things grow.


In the history of rock, whenever it started to lose its integrity, renewal was always in the wings. Each new creative wave that came along challenged the previous modus operandi. Elvis shocked Eisenhower’s generation with sexuality. The hippies were too grubby for the early sixties crowd. The punks were too angry for the “flower power” folks. Reggae and rap are strong offshoots of this energy, yet all these musical movements had the same message:


Vitality. Don’t compromise the life force.


Yes, to be human is to be humiliated, but in the face of that, spirit transcends the physical. In recent years, the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame has openly sought to represent a big-tent definition of rock and roll (as opposed to its more guitar-oriented offspring, rock). At N.W.A’s induction Ice Cube said, “Rock and roll is not an instrument, rock and roll is not even a style of music. Rock and roll is a spirit.”


When my generation got too intoxicated with self-importance, the punks came along and yelled at us. It was a wake-up call. Patti Smith was fed by The Doors artistically, but when complacency became the main course for hippies, she wrote, “We feared that the music which had given us sustenance was in danger of spiritual starvation.”


Most of the groups in the sixties wanted to say something about the human condition. Of course, we wanted to make money, but that wasn’t the primary impulse. The country was polarized by the Vietnam War—not unlike today, where we are polarized by the red states and the blue states. Back then, the war was so disturbing that politics seeped into all genres of art, whether it was music, films, or books. The negativity of people dying in a war coalesced into a positive energy in art. There have been a lot of people dying in the past few years due to COVID, so hopefully as we come out of it, there will be a lot of positive impulses that we learned from the lockdown. At this very moment, Russian president Putin is learning that the world won’t tolerate dictators anymore.


As I write about my struggle to keep doing what I think is right, I know the blowback will be fierce because I’m practically the last man standing. Artists not only sell their catalogs for the money, they also worry as they get older how the songs will be managed after they’re gone. Yeah, it’s lonely . . . do I hear violins behind this rap? “It’s lonely having deep pockets, John”? Actually, in a way it is. Jay-Z nails the feeling with a rap he graciously let me reprint here:




What do I think of success?


It sucks, too much stress . . .


I used to give a shit, now I don’t give a shit more


Truth be told I had more fun when I was piss-poor . . .


All this stress, all I got is this big house


Couple of cars, I don’t bring half of them shits out . . .


How many times can I go to Mr. Chow’s, Tao’s, Nobu? . . .


I got watches I ain’t seen in months


Apartment at the Trump I only slept in once . . .





I think we need to let the flame burn through hypocrisy as we keep seeking the truth, but you can read the following pages and come to your own conclusions. I do think there are thousands of fans out there who are disappointed in their musical heroes, and would be eager to read about another way to do this. Since this book was originally published, we have lost Ray Manzarek. I will forever miss this remarkable, gifted musician. Now, there are only two “Doors” left out of four, and at this juncture it seems assured that the music we made will outlive all of us, something we are all very proud of. I believe that part of this longevity is due to our being very careful with the fruits of our labors—which is what I have always tried to do.


John Densmore


July 2023










Introduction



“Fuck you!” Jim Morrison yelled.


His outburst shocked the rest of us. It was 1968, we were on a break from rehearsing, and Jim had never raised his voice at us like that before.


“Fuck you guys!” he repeated. “I thought it was supposed to be all for one and one for all. I thought we were supposed to be brothers!”


“Jim, we are, man!” Ray responded meekly. “Nothing has changed.”


“Everything has fucking changed, Ray!” Jim said. “Everything!”


“Why?” Ray asked. “I don’t understand. Just because we signed a contract to get a load of money for a fucking song in a Buick commercial . . . why has everything changed?”


Jim spoke from a deeply wounded place, pulling a knife out that he felt we had stabbed into the band’s unspoken mission statement:




A band of musicians (warriors) who used musical notes instead of arrows, and always aimed for the listener’s heart.





In Ray’s autobiography, he described this next comment as Jim stabbing The Doors in our collective heart:


“Because I can’t trust you anymore,” Jim snapped. “It’s fucking industry! It’s corporate! It’s the devil, you asshole. We always agreed that our music would never be used in commercials. You guys just made a pact with the devil.”


Robby got defensive: “The hell we did.”


“Oh yes you did, Robby. He shows you what you want and then he puts a little twist in it. Makes you say yes to him when you know you shouldn’t . . .” Jim was pacing. “But you go along with it because the deal’s just too good. It tastes too good.” He stopped and stared at our keyboard player. “It’s too much money, isn’t it, Ray?”


Ray’s fur arched up along his back. “Fuck you, Jim.”


“I know you, Ray,” Jim said. “You’re only in it for the money.”


Ray retaliated: “I just wanna make music. And if we can make some money at it . . . that’s cool with me.”


Ray was trying to smooth things over, but his feeble attempt at “fathering” was failing. In his book, he described Jim during this period as “over the top, gone,” while he described himself as “trying to maintain the dream” ($?), hoping Jim would snap out of this phase he was in. Hoping that it was a phase. A momentary aberration. Hoping that Jim would come to his senses and we could resume our grail quest together (for more $?). The four of us. The Doors.


“Lots of money,” Jim mumbled loud enough so we all could hear.


“What’d you say?” Ray responded.


“You heard me.”


Robby tried breaking the tension: “Well, it’s too late.”


“Oh yeah? We’ll see about that.” Jim upped the ante: “I’m gonna smash a fucking Buick to dust onstage. It’s gonna be part of my new act. ‘Smash a Buick to Smithereens.’ We’ll see how they like that. And then I’m gonna get Abe [our attorney] to sue their asses. For big fucking bucks, Ray. For a lot more than their shitty little contract. Then let’s see if they still want to use a Doors song to sell a sports car.”


Jim grabbed the phone on the spot and called our lawyers. “Threaten them with a lawsuit!” he bellowed into the receiver. “Tell them I’m gonna smash a Buick with a sledgehammer onstage! Tell them anything! But stop the fucking contract!”


This prompted a series of short legal agreements in response to the contract we had approved for “Light My Fire” to be used in a commercial . . . without Jim’s consent. We got out of that contract, but it turned out that Jim’s angry words to Ray—You’re only in it for the money—were harbingers of things to come, things that thirty years later would cause The Doors to unhinge.


Jim’s trust for us had eroded, although we continued to make great music. Then he left for Paris, where he died. Today, no longer are we “one for all,” no longer brothers. Instead, here we are, about to go to court, fighting tooth and nail over the integrity of our name and our music. This time, Jim may not be here to rage against the pursuit of money at the expense of artistic integrity, but his spirit is here, urging me on to “smash that Buick.” Well, this time it’s Cadillac offering us the big bucks, and a tour without me or Jim that Ray and Robby want to call The Doors of the 21st Century. The Doors, my ass.


Yes, without the spirit of Jim Morrison (the hinges), The Doors don’t open. And what was that spirit? In my opinion, it was a spirit infused with creativity, a spirit incompatible with compromise—a pure strand of new ideas, unpolluted by circumstance. It’s hard to live in this world with that kind of integrity.


A few years before Jim’s death, when he commented on the passing of Jimi Hendrix and Janis Joplin, I think he was commenting on himself as well, although maybe he wasn’t conscious of it. My intuition tells me that toward the end of his life Jim had entered a state of ennui, a world-weariness manifested in a deep sadness and lack of energy, and thus his comments about Hendrix and Joplin were also comments about himself. In reflecting on Janis and Jimi, he jokingly said, “You’re drinkin’ with number three!”


That was Jimbo talking—Jim’s tortured alter ego who had become an alcoholic. The younger Jim, vibrant as any twenty-year-old could be, had been determined to say something with his words and determined not to let the message become diluted. So determined that when we, his self-proclaimed brothers, in the vehicle for his words (The Doors), suggested compromising a song that Robby had mostly written by selling it to advertise a product (“Come on, Buick, Light My Fire”), Jim went ballistic. When that happened, the pure trust among us, the shepherds of The Doors catalog, was never to be the same.


Later, when huge success had befallen us four lads from Venice, California, there was no time for the original gestation period of a song. Our fans were demanding the newborn “Light My Fire,” along with the rest of the songs on our first LP, every night. Gone was the time for the womb-like incubation in the garage that we liked giving to each song. That was when Jim suggested moving to an island and starting all over. He alluded to that idea in our song “Strange Days,” saying that our old way of making music was being destroyed and we should find a new town. He was trying to get back, to renew that elusive quality that was with us in the rock and roll garage many years before.


I always knew that the lyrics to “Hello, I Love You” were great, all the way back in the garage when we first started. Incidentally, this song was not about Ray’s girlfriend, as he falsely reported in his memoir. The very provocative line about Jim seeing an extremely attractive Black woman on the boardwalk killed me:




Sidewalk crouches at her feet,


Like a dog that begs for something sweet


Do you hope to make her see, you fool?


Do you hope to pluck this dusky jewel?


(“Hello, I Love You”)





The lyrics were powerful from the start, but the truth is that we’d been struggling with the musical arrangement for years when our producer, Paul Rothchild, finally said, “Damn it, we need a hit, and this one could fit the bill. Let’s write the music in the studio.”


Paul was correct that we should make an attempt, even though it would have been cheaper to do it in rehearsal, but that intimate, personal time together to incubate a song had been long gone, ever since the huge success of “Light My Fire.” Fans demanded to hear the hits, and the organic method of adding a leaf here and a leaf there to the nest of a new song was now in overdrive. Our group started to feel like a runaway train, with Jim as the locomotive in the front, Ray shoveling coal into the engine, Robby on the fence in the middle, and I was the caboose (drummers are in the back), trying to avoid an accident by putting the brakes on.


When Jim sang us “Crystal Ship” back in the garage, that song formed immediately as we figured out the chords and rhythm in a few hours. But “Hello, I Love You,” even with its tantalizing words, simply wouldn’t go to bed.




She’s walking down the street


Blind to every eye she meets


Do you think you’ll be the guy


To make the queen of the angels sigh?





Robby and Rothchild overdubbed so many distorted guitars, it sounded like a snake with a buzzer for a rattle. But as the snake wound its way to #1, I was amazed that we pulled it off. It was too poppy a sound for my taste, but as usual, I couldn’t get enough of Jim’s fabulous lyrics!


A true artist Jim was . . . but by the time he made his way to Paris, he was also a man with a disease. A disease so strong that his pals (Ray, Robby, and me) couldn’t hang with him anymore like in the old days. We really didn’t want to go to that island with him . . . There was trouble in paradise. There were rummies. Plus, we were a little intoxicated ourselves . . . with fame.


Suckcess (as Bob Dylan spells it) has a dark side. We were seduced by the limelight and Jim was addicted to the juice. God knows how many folks try everything possible to keep it together. But no one—myself included—seems to escape the dark underpinnings of the human condition . . . intoxication, greed, grabs for power. As Jim’s pals, we wanted more success . . . and Jim wanted less, but more of the drink, since the sticky web of liquor had already been woven tightly around him.


But none of this, NONE OF THIS, can ever take away from the magnificence of the muse that visited us four guys in a garage in Venice, infused by Jim’s voracious spirit, which, when denied, he substituted with the spirit in the bottle. So this story is a tragedy.


When I look back, I wonder, how does such a magical union go sour? Why do good people get divorced? These questions can’t be fully answered, but I’m going to do my best by telling the story from my viewpoint . . . from the drum stool. Maybe it’s the alignment of the stars . . . maybe it’s just fate.




We asked for signs


The signs were sent:


The birth betrayed


The marriage spent


Yeah the widowhood


Of every government . . .


Ring the bells that still can ring


Forget your perfect offering


There is a crack, a crack in everything


That’s how the light gets in.


—Leonard Cohen













PART ONE



THE SETUP










Chapter 1



THE GOOD OLD DAYS


July 6, 2004


It’s early morning and I just parked in the courthouse lot, where I paid the usual seventeen-dollar parking fee. This charge benignly drops to a mere six dollars after eleven a.m., but who goes to court after eleven? It’s not like I can’t afford the tariff. I can. But what about the unfortunate folks who dominate this building in the mornings, with their woes of immigration, traffic tickets, and petty crimes? Let’s rip off the poor one more time, must be the motto here.


As I approach the heavy front doors to the ominous Los Angeles courthouse, I’m keenly aware that this is quite a different venue than I’m used to playing. Compared to the smoky clubs where I spent my lonely youth, this is pretty antiseptic. As a kid, I was hoping that a girl might notice me behind my gleaming set of drums, but now I don’t have my musical security blanket. It’s just me entering this courthouse, armed with my determination to make right what I believe is a wrong.


I stop for a moment when I pass through the recently installed metal detectors at the entrance to the courthouse. I get frisked by security as I gaze down the long marble hallway with the bright neon lighting, winding its way to my new prison cell—I’m referring to courtroom Division #36. I expect I’ll be here every day for a few weeks. (Not for the entire summer, as it actually will turn out.) I am plagued by thoughts about how my “integrity” led me to this dire hall of justice. Will I actually wind up with any justice? What am I trying to prove here? Am I committing sabotage against my old bandmates? These thoughts won’t stop, like maybe I should be less possessive about our brand name. I don’t own it. We all do. We’re all in this together. Is it unfair for one person to try to stop it? Am I the spoiler?


The truth is that a precious pact inked long ago by our front man, Jim, states quite clearly that if things ever get weird, one of us can and should do something. Well, it got weird and I’m doing something. But now that I’ve blown the whistle, I’m in the weirdest place I’ve ever been. Inside the courtroom, people talk real quiet, calling each other “sir” and “Your Honor,” while they simultaneously and deliberately stab anyone standing in the way of their agenda . . . in the neck, back, sides, front, toes . . . anywhere. They’re dressed in their Sunday best Armani suits, but they act like they’re in a brothel instead of church. What the hell am I doing here?


I had no idea that when Jim suggested a four-way split on everything that it was a historic moment not to be duplicated by any other band for a very long time. His suggestion was not only magnanimous, but the solidarity turned out to be ironclad. Nothing would crack this fortress. I rest in the knowledge that I haven’t sabotaged Jim.


In fact, reflecting back all those years to Jim’s violent reaction to the Buick incident, when Ray, Robby, and I nearly sold “Light My Fire” to Buick for a TV commercial, I feel shame. The “greed gene” was flowing through my veins back then when Jim’s outrageous burst of passion against our selling a song to an ad agency became etched on my brain, never to be forgotten. For thirty years we were a band of musicians with one of the most unique four-way agreements ever—nothing could be contracted unless we each gave it the okay. And now we are enemy combatants on the fourth floor of the courthouse in downtown Los Angeles.


In a book by James Hillman (Pulitzer Prize nominee, Jungian psychologist, and best-selling author), The Soul’s Code, he states that individuals hold the potential for their unique possibilities inside themselves already, much as an acorn holds the pattern for an oak tree. I think Jim and legendary Crazy Horse (Native American war leader of the Oglala Lakota) had similar callings—that invisible mystery at the center of every life that speaks to the fundamental question, What is it in my heart that I must do? With all the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune that these two endured, they lived out their defining images that were in them from the beginning.


I hate all the Morrison fake-death rumors, but there is a reason that, like Crazy Horse, the whereabouts of Jim’s remains still evoke mystery. I’m quite sure that the Père Lachaise Cemetery in Paris is his “happy hunting ground,” due to mistaking THE GREAT SPIRIT for the spirit in the bottle, but Jim’s spirit is still so strong, the fans want him alive.


As John Neihardt (Black Elk Speaks) says in A Cycle of the West, the parents of Crazy Horse rode into the Black Hills of South Dakota carrying their son’s body behind them. His mother wept for the innocent times “before the great dream” took her son’s life. No one really knows where they stopped as the final resting place for their offspring, but to the Lakota, the entire area is sacred.


I, too, look back to the sweet, innocent period when we were a garage band, before our “great dream” took us off to the global stage. But there is very little sacred about this courtroom, which is filled with people whispering secrets to each other. I’m used to loud, inebriated fans yelling out requests for their favorite song. How did it come to this? While I wait to enter the courtroom, I travel back in time to the beginning . . .


It was 1965. Ray Manzarek and Jim Morrison had met and become fast friends while attending film school at UCLA in beautiful Westwood Village in Los Angeles. At that time, people were becoming interested in Eastern philosophy and so my good friend Robby Krieger and I decided to attend a seminar on Transcendental Meditation (TM), which Ray, whom I hadn’t yet met, also attended. I was obsessed with music, taking piano lessons at eight years old, playing drums in the high school marching band, the dance band, and the orchestra. I went to Tijuana and got a fake ID so I could play in bars . . . a budding professional. At the TM meeting, Ray introduced himself and suggested I come to his parents’ house in Manhattan Beach to jam. I was down, happy to follow any lead to further the high I got from playing music. The praise that came from fellow musicians was like a dermatologist’s salve on my acne.


The gathering at Ray’s garage had both a negative and a positive cast. On the downside was the low level of musicianship of Ray’s two brothers . . . but the guy lurking in the corner of the garage fascinated me. His name was Jim Morrison, he looked like a modern version of a Greek sculpture, and he moved like one too. In other words, he didn’t move at all. I stopped staring at him when Manzarek started a nice groove on keyboards, a blues by Muddy Waters, and I joined in. It must have been true that the guy in the corner had never sung before, just like Ray said, because it was a good half hour before he walked up to the mic. At the time, I didn’t think this guy had the confidence to be the next Mick Jagger, but I just couldn’t stop looking at him . . . and I wasn’t into guys!


Thankfully, after a couple more rehearsals, the two Manzarek brothers quit, convinced that this band wasn’t going anywhere with a lead singer who was obviously so uncomfortable performing. I was worried about Jim’s stage presence, just like they were, but his lyrics were extremely interesting to me—and they were percussive! I immediately heard drumbeats to his words:




You know the day destroys the night


Night divides the day


Tried to run, tried to hide


Break on through to the other side . . .





It was very risky betting on a singer who had never been in a band, couldn’t play an instrument, and was extremely shy. Something was magical about him, though . . . I just couldn’t put my finger on it.


The void created by our lack of a guitar player provided me an opportunity to invite Robby Krieger to audition for the group. Up to this point he’d primarily been a flamenco guitar player, but he was starting to get into playing electric as well. Ray was gregarious and knowledgeable about jazz, which was my passion, but he wasn’t too passionate about my bringing Robby Krieger in for a rehearsal. His reluctance came from the fact that Robby’s persona was not that of the typical macho rock lead guitarist—strutting the stage, milking the notes, grabbing the audience. Robby had a much more internal style and Ray was concerned that two introverts (Jim and Robby) would not make a rock band. But I pressed for Robby because of his talent. In the end, I was able to convince Ray that what Robby lacked in persona, he made up for in originality. Robby’s musical contribution to this band was immense, and once he had joined us, The Doors was complete.


As we continued to meet and rehearse, a fascinating thing happened. One day, in a show of extraordinary selflessness, Jim suggested that all the songs be credited as being written by all of us, even though he, himself, the primary lyricist, was entitled to half of the writing royalties. As a result, no song in our playlist is written solely by Jim Morrison. No song is written solely by John Densmore. And no song is written solely by Robby Krieger or Ray Manzarek. Jim’s desire to split the pot four equal ways had never been done by a band in the history of popular music, from Glenn Miller to the Beatles and beyond.


Then Jim took it a step further. During a break in a rehearsal, he sat up on the edge of the couch and declared, “We should all have veto power.” That is, if any one of us didn’t like something that was proposed, each man had the right to veto it. That’s the way Jim thought we could achieve harmony, and we all loved the idea, which worked flawlessly—until this current court battle some thirty years later.


In 1967, during the Summer of Love, Elektra Records released our first album and “Light My Fire” went straight to the top of the charts . . . and stayed there . . . and stayed there . . . for an unheard-of twenty-six weeks. We started touring and recorded a second album, and toured some more, and recorded some more. This was our life over the next several years . . . an incredibly creative period that was a lot of fun, especially because we were all kindred spirits. But then Jim started to go down.


Besides his encroaching alcoholism, there was another divisive element in the air: Vietnam. The folk prophet Bob Dylan whistled into my ears, giving me the courage to get out of the draft, which was blowing in the wind harder every day:




Temptation’s page flies out the door


You follow, find yourself at war


Watch waterfalls of pity roar


You feel to moan but unlike before


You discover that you’d be just one more


Person crying.





A napalm storm would reach such a gale force that college kids, married men, and parents with children were forced into a “conflict” we knew was a “terrible wrong,” way before Secretary of Defense McNamara would write that phrase in a war memoir. His book exposed the underpinnings of why I narrowly escaped going down with sixty thousand of my classmates and ghetto brothers, not to mention a million and a half Vietnamese. It was a book written in blood, not ink.


Power-hungry men didn’t understand that the Dylan lyric, The warriors whose strength is not to fight, was heralding the beginning of a movement: peace. Jim further defined the underpinnings of the time:




There’s blood in the streets, it’s up to my ankles


Blood in the streets, it’s up to my knee


Blood in the streets, the town of Chicago


Blood on the rise, it’s following me.





The dread was with us 24/7 and we were desperate every day due to the immoral nature of the enterprise and the growing awareness of the American public. The country was divided “for” and “against,” and we were against this war in a big way. At the same time, the seeds of the civil rights movement, the peace movement, and the women’s movement were all being planted in the sixties. The Doors were steeped in that kind of stuff, hoping we could sort of level the playing field for everyone else out there. It may have been a pipe dream, but without a dream, one has no sense of direction. We also hoped to make a lot of dough, though we wanted to do it with a sense of social consciousness.


By the time we had reached “arena” status, which is usually reserved for sports and not music, we had acquired a couple of managers, Sal Bonafede and Asher Dann. They were obviously not kindred spirits, however, when they pulled Jim aside one day and said, “Hey, you’re the money. Let’s get rid of these other guys.”


They didn’t know Jim. At our very next rehearsal, Jim told us, “These guys want me to dump you guys . . . Let’s dump them.” Which we did.




The businessmen drink my blood


Like the kids in art school said they would


And I guess I’ll just begin again . . .


—Arcade Fire





And then a final note of group unity manifested when we were about to go onstage and a DJ introduced us to an audience somewhere as “Jim Morrison and The Doors.” Our lead singer dragged the DJ back onstage by the ear, refusing to play until he reintroduced us as just “The Doors.”


Those were the good old days. Now, the remaining Doors are ready to tear asunder everything we stood for in the beginning. We used to be a collective body intent on making art, not a bunch of individuals mainly out for ourselves or for the money. Perhaps if Jim hadn’t made such a point of us being a “band of brothers,” we wouldn’t be here in this historic courthouse at all. But he did, and it resonates with me still.










Chapter 2



LITIGATION BLUES


I peer through the tiny peephole in the gleaming mahogany courtroom door of #36. I can see a couple of clerks bustling around and a stenographer sitting in front of the bench—the podium where the judge sits. When I step inside, it seems like things get very quiet. On the right side of the aisle I notice a few friends and family, and on the left . . . nobody. Rumor had it that Ray and Robby would be no-shows, and they are—since they’re touring and raking in the bucks as fast and furiously as possible until this trial is over, for fear they will no longer be allowed to use the stolen name: “The Doors.”


Once Jim was gone, I think to myself, I suppose we should have known better than to keep on going. But we just couldn’t give up the musical synchronicity that the three of us had built over the last several years. Ray was right when he called us a diamond that, without all four points, would not shine as bright. But for the first few years after Jim died, we thought we could continue. We auditioned several singers, yet we swiftly came to the conclusion that no one could fill Jim’s skintight leather pants, so Ray and Robby took over the vocal duties with lots of effort and little chops. Then, after two albums, we threw in the towel, walking away from guaranteed advances of $750,000 (in 1971—that would be several million dollars today) because the soul of our band was gone. Without our focal (and vocal) point, we were lost.


Ray embarked on some solo projects, and I joined Robby’s band (RKO) for two tours of Europe, where he played half the set of his original fusion jazz, and I joined him for several Doors songs. We made sure the advertising for the tours was very specific about credits:




ROBBY KRIEGER BAND


with special guest


JOHN DENSMORE


OF THE DOORS





Of The Doors indicated that we were founding members of the original band—a term that I have never had a problem with. To me, this was a legitimate way to identify ourselves, since we weren’t claiming to be the original band. We were founding members of The Doors, whose careers continued to thrive, even though our singer “broke on through to the other side.” In fact, we released a greatest hits album that was so successful, Rolling Stone put a photo of Jim on the cover saying: “HE’S HOT, HE’S SEXY, AND HE’S DEAD.”


I was shocked by the continued interest in The Doors’s music, as director Francis Ford Coppola put our song “The End” at the beginning of his surrealist Vietnam epic movie, Apocalypse Now. It was an extremely powerful combination of visuals and music, and Rolling Stone writer Anthony De-Curtis said, “It is to this day one of the classic uses of music in a movie.” So The Doors brand was doing fine, even though Jim was six feet under.


Then we got our own movie, thanks to award-winning director Oliver Stone. Ray had been taking lunches all over Hollywood, trying to drum up interest in a Doors film and proposing to the various studios that, since he’d attended UCLA film school, he should direct it. Robby and I were not surprised that the studios weren’t biting. Who wanted to entrust millions of budget dollars into the hands of someone with a student résumé? You can bet we were relieved when Oliver Stone came on board, because his latest film, Salvador, had just been released and had impressed us all.


In a last-ditch effort to get his way, Ray criticized Stone’s screenplay, which emphasized Jim’s demons. He kept trying to hammer home his vision of a movie about the “Golden Doors,” which overlooked all of Jim’s shenanigans. It was no surprise, then, that Ray’s attitude eventually made him less than welcome on Oliver Stone’s set. All the while, we were getting offers to lend our music for the soundtrack to sell all kinds of stuff: cars, cigars, cigarettes, computers, a gas company, and tires. Even though we were on high alert about licensing our songs for commercials and endorsements after the Buick episode, the offers kept coming and we were manipulated, begged, extorted, and bribed to make a pact with the devil. And over the years, I have been the stubborn idealist resisting the external pressure of the corporations and the internal pressure of the other Doors to cave in to commercial interests.


I did this with relative ease until August 18, 2000, when Apple called. Without contacting us, they’d had the audacity to spend their own money to cut our song “When the Music’s Over” into an ad for their new cube computer, which, incidentally, ended up dying a slow death, one of Apple’s rare duds. They wanted our permission to air the commercial the following weekend and offered us a million and a half dollars! A MILLION AND A HALF DOLLARS!


Why not? I thought at first. Apple is a pretty hip company. We use computers. Damn it! Why did Jim have to have such integrity? We didn’t need the money, I was pretty clear that we shouldn’t do it, but the pressure immediately came down.


“Commercials will give us more exposure,” Ray argued.


“So you’re not for it because of the money?” I asked.


“No,” he said.


Then why was Ray’s first question always, “How much?” when we got one of these offers that he was almost always in favor of accepting?


I’m pulled from my reverie as twelve people enter from the right side of the courtroom through a door marked Jury. The trial becomes real as they file into the room and take their seats, looking like a global village: a couple of white people, several elderly Black women, two attractive young Latina women, and two middle-aged Latino men. A jury of my peers? Hopefully. If they could hear my jazz group Tribaljazz, they might be on my side since my band is as diverse as this group of jurors appears.


I take my seat with my crew. It feels good to have my wife Leslie here, as well as many friends, including Sam Joseph, a fellow writer and longtime friend. It doesn’t feel good that there is no padding on the seats, as if I’m back in Catholic church sitting on those hard pews. At least there aren’t any Bibles, although I’m going to be singing the hymn “Litigation Blues” over and over for quite a while.


I guess it was just a matter of time until push came to shove—when we got THE offer that would be just too good to refuse, and the gloves would come off once and for all. On October 23, 2000, an offer came into The Doors’s office that would make anyone’s knees weak: Cadillac wanted to co-op rock and roll for their new line of cars. New, indeed! I don’t think so. They were the same old giant SUV gas-guzzling battleships, old-world Frank Sinatra cars, and a few “sports” Caddies that looked just like the old ones. Apparently, they were trying to attract the youth market and get “hip,” leaving behind the “senior citizen cruising Palm Springs” retirees. And they wanted to pay us a ton of money to use one of our songs. Remaining true to my original stance, I vetoed it.


But as the offer doubled and tripled due to my veto (when we didn’t bite, what started as six million went to eight and finally topped off at fifteen), I started to feel like my life was in danger. It was a paranoid thought, but after being barraged for weeks by my own lawyers (they were supposed to be working for all of us), I was exhausted. I could hardly believe I was paying these attorneys one fourth of several hundred bucks an hour for this kind of abuse, as they spent a great deal of effort hassling me to give in so they could fashion the biggest commercial deal ever put together. They could smell history in the making, but their world (that of numbers) was not mine.


Over and over, I tried to explain to these businesspeople about maintaining integrity with Jim’s lyrics. My pleas fell on deaf ears, and day after day the lawyers called, emailed, and instant-messaged me. We were looking at fifteen million dollars and even I had to admit that the numbers were astounding. But each of us already had nice homes and a couple of groovy cars. I looked at Robby and said, “Okay . . . what do you want to buy? What do you need that you haven’t got?”


He had no answer as he straightened out his spine a little. Robby looked like he might cave in, but Ray simply could not believe we were thinking about passing on such big money. He called endless meetings with our lawyers, which I refused to attend since I knew I was being targeted to be worn down until I relented. But Ray prodded the lawyers to continue calling me. In fact, I wrote a piece on this subject for the Nation, a periodical dedicated to politics and culture.


My editor at the Nation, Tom Hayden, who served in the California State Assembly and the State Senate, warned me that turning down that kind of money would make some people very angry. He knew firsthand about being the brunt of people’s anger since he was still being attacked, along with his then wife, actor/activist Jane Fonda, for their anti–Vietnam War stance. I’d already gotten a few negative letters in response to my article, calling me a “wealthy, guilt-ridden rock dinosaur completely out of touch with everyone except rich socialists.”


Here is an excerpt from my article:




I am reminded of the sound of greed, trying to talk me into not vetoing a Doors song for a cigarette ad in Japan.


“It’s the only way to get a hit over there, John. They love commercials. It’s the new thing!”


“What about encouraging kids to smoke, Ray?”


“You always have to be PC, don’t you, John?”


I stuck to my guns and vetoed the offer, thinking about the karma if we did it.





Around this time, I wrote an autobiography, Riders on the Storm, in which I took Ray to task, saying that his crusade to “raise The Doors’s consciousness” was a little self-serving. Not only was my book a best seller, Oliver Stone actually waxed poetic on the back about what a visionary I was, but it seemed that jealousy reared its ugly head in Ray’s stomach, which he blamed on me. I spoke to Ray’s wife Dorothy when he was in the hospital and she reassured me that he was doing better and getting out of the woods, after six hours of exploratory surgery. I wished him well, but obviously, emotionally he still saw me through a group of trees . . . probably giant redwoods. A few years later, Ray rewrote The Doors’s history with an autobiography of his own, criticizing me for making poor choices in my personal life and calling me “the dumb drummer.”


Book critic Teresa Gubbins of the Dallas Morning News made me feel better when she reviewed Ray’s book:




Mr. Manzarek still feels a compulsion to throw another log on The Doors’s pyre with his pompous account. His recollections favor his own contributions and downplay guitarist Robby Krieger . . . Drummer John Densmore, whose bummer disposition repeatedly brings down Mr. Manzarek’s high, gets kicked again and again. Jim didn’t like him either, you see. It leaves you questioning the very thing Mr. Manzarek goes to such great lengths to establish: just how much of a hand he really had in the greatness that was The Doors.





Well, he is a great keyboard player . . . but I couldn’t have worded that any better myself.


And now here I sit, waiting for the judge to enter the courtroom. I really hoped it wouldn’t come to this when I was deposed for this trial on April 23, 2004. When the Cadillac offer finally died, I thought we were through the worst of it. We weren’t. The final straw came when Ray and Robby decided to take their act on the road—only it wasn’t going to be their act. It was going to be The Doors of the 21st Century. No Jim Morrison. No John Densmore. So it wasn’t The Doors at all. If anything, it was The Doors Unhinged.










Chapter 3



BEGINNING OF THE END


As I wait for the mystery man, the judge, to enter the courtroom with my fate in his hands, I reflect on how much I’ve already learned about the court system. First of all, it moves VERY slowly. In my naïveté, I thought you just sued someone and then you showed up in court, the lawyers pled their cases, and the jury reached a verdict. I had no idea about the pretrial world of settlement conferences, ridiculous numbers of depositions, and all the rest of it. Clearly, the word “naïve” is an understatement when I think about all I’ve been through to get to this point—after I made my unlikely decision to go for it.


It unfolded like this:


The California poppies were blanketing the hillsides in 2002, heralding the spring equinox, when our manager, Danny Sugerman, called to say that Harley-Davidson motorcycles was hosting a gala hundredth-anniversary celebration. They wanted Ray, Robby, and me to perform for really big bucks and I was interested for two reasons: First, I like making money as much as the next guy, so my greed gene would get a good fix. Second, I hoped that Manzarek’s pleading for more $ via selling our songs for advertisements would subside.


Dream on, John. Can you believe that during this period in our band’s life, Ray was trying to make the case that he was broke?


“But I’ve been married three times,” I challenged him, “paid alimony and child support, and I’m doing fine financially. And you’re broke?”


Knowing I’d busted him, he said with a squirm, “Well, I’m not broke . . . I just need a few more million.”


It turned out that I didn’t do the motorcycle gig, not because I didn’t want to—I did want to—but because I feared for my health. I’d suffered for years with tinnitus, a brutal disease that gives the perception of a constant ringing in the ears, a hellish state for anyone, especially a musician. It was much better these days, but I feared that doing a gig right then might impede my healing process. I passed on the gala and Stewart Copeland, a wonderful drummer formerly with the Police, filled in for me. Little did I know that this gig, which should have been so straightforward, would lead to a major rift between my bandmates and me. It seemed that amid positive reviews for the Harley-Davidson celebration, Ray blurted out during an interview with Billboard magazine that “Stewart and Ian Astbury [formerly of the Cult] are playing with us from here on out.”
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