
[image: cover image]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Janis by Holly George-Warren, Simon & Schuster]





For Robert Burke Warren, my soul mate, and Jack Warren, my inspiration






INTRODUCTION


Don’t compromise yourself. It’s all you’ve got.

—JANIS JOPLIN

It’s a steamy September night in Nashville, and Ruby Boots is tearing it up onstage at the Basement East, thrashing her electric guitar and belting Janis Joplin’s “Piece of My Heart.” The 2018 edition of the six-day Americanafest, an annual music conference and festival, is honoring albums from 1968, and Big Brother and the Holding Company’s breakthrough, Cheap Thrills, has made the cut. Boots, born Bex Chilcott in Perth, Australia, fell in love with Janis’s music as a kid growing up on the other side of the world, the irresistible, aching soul in Janis’s voice undiminished by time, distance, and even mortality. As when Janis herself unleashed this tune fifty years ago, the crowd—wired into its raw but fearless humanity—pushes toward the stage.

At the Americana Honors & Music Awards Show held at the Ryman Auditorium (former home of the Grand Ole Opry), numerous Janis acolytes take the stage: singer-songwriter-activist Rosanne Cash, a Janis fan since her teens, wins the Free Speech in Music Award; Alberta, Canada, native k. d. lang, who went public as a lesbian in the 1980s, gets the Trailblazer Award. Formidable singers Brandi Carlile, Margo Price, and Courtney Marie Andrews—all nominees for various honors—signal Janis’s influence in their blazing performances.

Prior to Janis Joplin’s all too brief time in the spotlight, these artists would have been hard pressed to find a female role model to compare with the beatnik from Port Arthur, Texas. The mix of confident musicianship, brash sexuality, and natural exuberance, locked together to produce America’s first female rock star, changed everything. As such, Janis still holds sway over multiple generations, artists of countless genres, across the gender spectrum. And although her bookishness, sharp intellect, and deep desire for home with the requisite white picket fence were not at the forefront of the identity she crafted for her fans, those parts of her also informed her every move.

The same could be said of her pioneering instincts. While Janis’s era is largely considered a time of release from the strictures of the 1950s, rock was, in fact, almost exclusively a boys’ club, and Janis suffered appalling sexism, from both the mainstream and counterculture press, and cold, occasionally cruel dismissiveness from industry pros. Yet she blazed on. Through force of will and unprecedented talent, she showed how rock could include unapologetic women musicians, writers, and fans. Feminist Ellen Willis, a New Yorker music critic in the 1960s, called Janis “the only sixties culture hero to make visible and public women’s experience of the quest for individual liberation.” Patti Smith, Blondie’s Debbie Harry, Cyndi Lauper, Chrissie Hynde, the B-52’s’ Kate Pierson, and Heart’s Ann and Nancy Wilson are among the artists who experienced Janis firsthand. They began to breathe in the possibility of their own futures. When Stevie Nicks was inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in March 2019, she said that playing on a bill with Janis in the 1960s transformed her: “Her connection with the audience was so incredible that I said, ‘I want to do what she did.’ ”

Through her influence and her own enduring work, Janis Joplin remains at the core of our music and culture. As we look back at pivotal moments in 1960s rock history, she is usually there: the Monterey Pop Festival; the vibrant Haight-Ashbury scene in San Francisco; the streets, clubs, and studios of gritty New York City; Woodstock. She’s been feted at museum exhibitions and the subject of theater productions and films. Her first solo album, the eclectic, daring departure I Got Dem Ol’ Kozmic Blues Again Mama!, sounds as fresh today as upon its 1969 release. Her Monterey Pop performance, documented by filmmaker D. A. Pennebaker, still brings wild applause from a new generation of audiences at screenings, and with YouTube views in the millions and counting.

When Janis hit the Monterey stage in June 1967, few outside San Francisco knew her name. “What is this girl all about?” Monterey coproducer Lou Adler wondered. “Where did she come from, looking like that and leading this all-male band?” Offering a clue, Haight-Ashbury impresario Chet Helms introduced her onstage: “Three or four years ago, on one of my perennial hitchhikes across the country, I ran into a chick from Texas by the name of Janis Joplin,” he told the unsuspecting crowd. “I heard her sing, and Janis and I hitchhiked to the West Coast. A lot of things have gone down since, but it gives me a lot of pride today to present the finished product: Big Brother and the Holding Company!”

Janis’s astonishing performance that day would change her life—and the future of popular music. By the time the five-song set ended with her dramatic reinvention of R&B/blues singer Willie Mae Thornton’s “Ball and Chain,” thousands of mind-blown fans—and hundreds of dazzled journalists—knew her name and fervently spread the news. Her emotion-drenched vocal style took hold upon other developing singers; Led Zeppelin’s Robert Plant among them. Young women who saw her onstage at the Avalon Ballroom or Bill Graham’s Fillmore venues still recall the experience: It was like she was singing to or for them, telling their stories, feeling their pain, emboldening them, and absolving them of shame. Janis was a walking live nerve capable of surfacing feelings that most people couldn’t or wouldn’t, and she was willing to endure the toll it took on her.

Janis never compromised her vision. She wasn’t afraid to cross boundaries—musical, cultural, and sexual. Openly bisexual in an era when it was illegal, she was not afraid of jail, of judgment. Similarly, when critics and fans expressed umbrage at her audacity to quit her role as “chick singer” in a band that she felt was holding her back, she did it anyway. Just four days before her death on October 4, 1970, she told journalist Howard Smith, “You are only as much as you settle for.”

Janis Joplin never settled. The oldest child of a close-knit family, she adored her father, a Bach-loving secret intellectual and a closet atheist in a conservative oil town. Preteen Janis was a rambunctious tomboy who was also cerebral, curious, and a gifted visual artist, which her parents encouraged. When she reached high school, the 1950s were in full swing, and her embrace of the Beat Generation and of progressive racial views alienated her from her community. Janis’s first transgressive act was to be a white girl who gained an early sense of the power of the blues, chasing the music in Gulf Coast saloons and on obscure records. She never fully recovered from the intense scorn of her peers, who also ridiculed her appearance, especially after she patterned herself on beatnik girls she’d seen in Life magazine.

Seth and Dorothy Joplin doted on their eldest child in many ways but were ultimately put off by her increasing acts of defiance—the same impulses that would eventually bring her fame. Always an attention-hungry rebel, Janis upped her game in adolescence, spurred on by her budding sexuality, her discovery of rock & roll, and alcohol and speed. The wounds inflicted from the clash of wills during those turbulent years in the Joplin home never healed. Much of her life would be colored by the tension of wanting to belong and getting the attention she missed, while knowing that the best way to honor her family’s unspoken creed of singularity was to set herself apart. Discovering her outsize voice helped her find a place to fit in and create a new family—of bohemians and musicians, first, in Port Arthur and Beaumont, Texas, and then Austin, and finally San Francisco. She embraced life with a joyous ferocity, though she could never escape a fundamental darkness created by loneliness and a bleak fatalism bequeathed by her father. Choosing alcohol and drugs as painkillers just made everything worse.

A passionate, erudite musician, Janis was born with talent but also worked hard to develop it, though she would often omit this striving toward excellence from her origin story. When you hear outtakes of her in the studio recording what would be her final album, Pearl, she’s taking the reins, running the show. During a period when women did not produce their own music, she collaborated fully with her notoriously iron-fisted producer, Paul Rothchild. These sessions were a time of artistic blossoming for Janis. Her ideas—along with her extraordinary voice and her simpatico Full Tilt Boogie band—resulted in a masterpiece. After Janis’s accidental heroin overdose in 1970 at the age of twenty-seven, the posthumously released Pearl would become her most successful and enduring album, with its single “Me and Bobby McGee” the endpiece to a career that started with “Piece of My Heart.”

Janis Joplin’s distinctive voice sounds as powerful today as it did when introduced on the airwaves in 1967. More so than any of her peers, it cuts through the digital din, the noise of our age, and lands exactly where Janis wanted: deep inside the heart. Since her time, her work and life have inspired so many women to create their own sounds and walk their own uncompromising paths: from Lucinda Williams to Pink, Amy Winehouse to Carolyn Wonderland, Lady Gaga to Brittany Howard, Alicia Keys to Florence Welch, Grace Potter to Elle King, Melissa Etheridge to Kesha. Williams has written a song about her (“Port Arthur”); Pink hoped to play her in a film; Wonderland does a killer version of a 1962 Janis original (“What Good Can Drinkin’ Do”); Etheridge helped induct her into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in 1995. That night, Etheridge said, “When a soul can look on the world, and see and feel the pain and loneliness, and can reach deep down inside, and find a voice to sing of it, a soul can heal.”

Perhaps that remains Janis’s greatest gift.






CHAPTER 1 PIONEER STOCK


Don’t write what you are doing; write what you are thinking.

—SETH JOPLIN

Janis Joplin came from a long line of risk takers: seventeenth- and eighteen-century pilgrims, pioneers, preachers, Revolutionary War and Civil War soldiers, sodbusters, cowboys, ranchers, and farmers. Both her father’s and mother’s families date back to America’s early arrivals from England, Scotland, and Sweden, landing in New England and Virginia. Branches of the family survived shipwrecks, kidnapping by Indians in the French and Indian War, and wagon treks across the continent.

“I’m from pioneer stock,” Janis would boast to friends who worried about her drinking and drug taking. Perhaps she was thinking of the ancestral great-grandmother whom Janis’s sister, Laura, would later describe in her memoir, Love, Janis: “a tough pioneer woman, stout of body and strong of heart, whose inner convictions and faith in her husband carried her across the frontier.” If Janis looked deeper, she also might have traced her ambition and restless spirit to her forebears.

Her parents met on a blind date. In December 1932, in the midst of the Great Depression, nineteen-year-old college student Dorothy East went out with engineering school dropout Seth Joplin, twenty-two, in their hometown of Amarillo, Texas. Like their hardscrabble ancestors, Dorothy and Seth would stake out unchartered territory: the American middle class, where they hoped to earn a living with their minds rather than their hands, and safely pass on their upwardly mobile aspirations to their children, though in markedly different ways.

Dorothy East, the eldest of four, grew up in the trauma of her parents’ troubled marriage, a fraught union begun in tiny Clay Center, on the Nebraska plains. Settling as ranchers in the newly minted state of Oklahoma, Cecil and Laura Hanson East gave birth to Dorothy Bonita on February 13, 1913. But missing her large farming family back in Nebraska, Laura insisted they return to Clay Center, where Cecil started a hog farm in 1920. Disease wiped out his stock and the Easts went bankrupt and moved in with the Hansons, where Laura reimmersed herself in their fundamentalist Christianity. Cecil struck out alone for West Texas boomtown Amarillo and became a real estate agent, a heavy drinker, and a philanderer. The Easts reunited in Amarillo when Dorothy was a high school senior, but the marriage was broken.

Decades later, Dorothy remained haunted by her parents’ “horrible verbal abuse” and violent arguments, her enraged mother sometimes attempting to hitchhike back to Nebraska—without Dorothy or her younger siblings, Gerald, Barbara, and Mildred. While Dorothy tended the children, Cecil would drive out, retrieve his wife, and bring her home. Word spread around Amarillo about their marital problems and Cecil’s carousing, which shamed Dorothy, who vowed to have a congenial marriage and never invite small-town gossip.

One refuge she sought was music. Dorothy started singing in church as a child, and by all accounts, she had a beautiful voice. In Amarillo, she joined her school’s Lyric Club and participated in light-opera musicales. The Amarillo Globe-News singled her out in a review of the operetta Once in a Blue Moon: “Dorothy East, as the Moon Lady, was worthy of the praise bestowed upon her from all sides during and following her parts. Her aplomb was excellent and outstanding.” Dorothy sang at weddings, Lions Club events, and in local musical productions. “I always had the lead,” she told her children later. “My lungs were so good and my pitch so true. In that great big auditorium, [I] could hit high notes and low notes [that would reach] the last row. But it didn’t affect my ego any. I didn’t think I was the best in town or anything.” Still, she harbored the desire to sing professionally. Her father encouraged Dorothy’s musical pursuits, while her mother, who’d lost most of her hearing during a childhood illness, did not.

After one Lions Club performance in 1931, the local paper noted that “judging from the applause, she was a regular sensation,” with Dorothy “being heralded as a second Marion Talley”—the teenage coloratura soprano plucked from Kansas City, Missouri, to join the New York Metropolitan Opera. Eventually “a New York production man,” Dorothy recounted, “got me aside and said, ‘If you want to go to New York, I can get you in a show with no trouble at all.’ ” But Laura East discouraged her daughter, advising her, according to Dorothy, to go to “business college because you can learn some skills… you need to earn a living.” The talent scout admitted that show business was tough and not “your kind of people.”

The New York idea tapped into Dorothy’s fears of continuing the chaotic cycle of her parents’ lives: It would be an itinerant and insecure life, possibly even bringing disrepute. Dorothy wanted more control than that. Using her vocal talent in a traditionally responsible way, she applied for and won a music scholarship to Texas Christian University, as recommended by her pastor.

She was home for Christmas vacation freshman year when she met Seth, the son of Seeb Joplin, a stockyard manager and former cowboy and sheriff who had grown up on a West Texas ranch, the eldest of eleven children. Seeb’s grandfather Benjamin Jopling helped build the US Cavalry’s original Fort Worth, one of the outposts constructed after the Mexican-American War. Seth’s mother, Florence Porter Joplin, ran a boardinghouse on the outskirts of Amarillo. A native Texan like her husband, Seeb, Florence was the youngest daughter of thirteen children whose father, Robert Porter, had been a purchasing agent for the Confederacy. Seeb and Florence’s first child was a daughter, Margaret, followed by Seth Ward Joplin, born on May 19, 1910. Margaret attended boarding school, while Seth lived alone in a one-room cabin behind the boardinghouse, away from the roughneck lodgers. A solitary boy, he lived a spare existence, immersing himself in books. He enrolled at Texas A&M College for two years and then transferred to the University of Alabama to study mechanical engineering. With little money and no help from his father, who’d quit school at thirteen, Seth dropped out a few credits shy of graduating and returned to Amarillo. When Dorothy met him, he was living with his parents at the boardinghouse and pumping gas at a service station.

Seth and Dorothy made an arresting couple: he, a handsome young man with thoughtful, deep-set blue eyes; she, an attractive, vivacious, green-eyed college girl. Yet, at the same time, they were opposites: he, a brooding introvert and would-be intellectual who preferred quiet evenings discussing literature and philosophy; she, an outgoing “flapper” who loved playing piano, singing, and dancing all night. Dorothy was devoted to her mother’s Christian beliefs; Seth was an avowed atheist. In good times, one could say they complemented each other; in bad, they were, perhaps, destined for discord. They had in common a passion for music, a desire for a better life, a fierce willfulness, and stoicism. They would give all these qualities, except the stoicism, to their daughter.

When Dorothy returned to college, the sweethearts corresponded. In the intimacy of letters, Seth, in a move uncommon for a man of that time and place, expressed a desire to know his girlfriend’s inner self. Dorothy recalled with some surprise: “He once wrote me, ‘Don’t write what you are doing; write what you are thinking.’ It took me rather aback because any previous correspondence I had was to parents, who certainly did want to know what I was doing.” This inquisitiveness about the life of the mind, as well as a talent for expression through correspondence and the written language, would also surface in their eldest child.

After her summer break in 1933, Dorothy opted not to return to school. Perhaps still hoping to become a performer, she helped out at Amarillo radio station KGNC, but she was soon fired for inadvertently cursing into a hot mike: “I can’t figure the damn thing out.” She prospered, however, at a Montgomery Ward store, where her knack for business led to a promotion from temporary summer help to head of the credit department. Well groomed and always fashion conscious, despite limited funds, she designed and sewed her own eye-catching dresses and accessorized her dark bobbed hair with jaunty hats. She poured her creativity into dressmaking, a pastime and talent she’d pursue throughout her life.

Though Seth didn’t prefer nights out dancing, he did enjoy alcohol and occasionally smoking cannabis, legal in Texas until 1937. During Prohibition, he taught himself how to make beer and bathtub gin, which he sometimes shared with Dorothy’s father, Cecil, to his teetotaling wife Laura’s chagrin. As for Dorothy’s vices, she took up smoking at a time when cigarettes were marketed to women in advertisements as “torches of freedom.”

In 1935 Amarillo, amid the Dust Bowl in the northwestern plains of the Texas Panhandle, had about a 25 percent unemployment rate. A college friend advised Seth that the Texas Company (later renamed Texaco) was hiring in Port Arthur, in the southeast corner of the state. The subtropical city on the Gulf Coast had the world’s largest oil refinery network, a sprawling complex crowded with smokestacks spewing fiery chemical plumes into the air. This thriving industry made the Great Depression seem nonexistent. So Seth packed his few belongings and drove nearly seven hundred miles to Port Arthur, where he hated the humidity, mosquitos, and refinery exhaust. But the friend who recommended him had been correct: the growing city and its largest employer, the Texas Company, offered a man like Seth the chance to earn a decent living and work indoors. He would, indeed, do better than his parents had. Impressed with his intellect and engineering skills, the Texas Company hired Seth as a manager overseeing the construction of metal containers used for shipping petroleum around the world. There is no suggestion that Seth particularly enjoyed or found great satisfaction in his work, yet he certainly did appreciate the security of a management position for a man of his background. And he gained a sense of importance, especially during World War II, when he would receive three draft deferments on account of his expertise at America’s sole manufacturer of oil shipping containers. He would work at Texaco for the next forty years.



“Port Arthur is 100 percent oil” is how a 1932 geology book described one of the three towns comprising the Golden Triangle: a man-made canal linked Port Arthur to Beaumont (surrounded by oil fields) and Orange (home to Consolidated Steel). On January 10, 1901, Texas oil was first discovered at Spindletop, four miles south of Beaumont and fifteen miles north of Port Arthur. The legendary oil well “began with a roar, shaking the ground under the derrick, spewing first mud, then rocks, then six tons of four-inch pipe out of the ground, hurling it into the air like soda straws,” according to Texas historian Lonn Taylor. “Then a 150-foot plume of oil erupted, and it spouted 100,000 barrels a day for nine days before drillers could cap it. Spindletop marked the beginning of the modern petroleum industry. Texas—and the world—would never be the same.”

Port Arthur’s origins actually predated the discovery of oil. Five years earlier, it was founded and named by self-made railroad tycoon and visionary Arthur Stilwell, who built the city along his newly constructed rail line that originated in Kansas City. Ninety miles east of Houston and twenty miles from Louisiana, Port Arthur was situated on the shore of Lake Sabine. The eccentric Stilwell wrote later that his “hunches” for choosing the town’s location came from mystical “brownies,” or “spirit counselors,” who whispered to him in his sleep. In 1898 Stilwell financed the arduous completion of the seven-mile canal, modeled on Egypt’s Suez Canal, connecting Port Arthur to the Gulf of Mexico. He built a grain elevator and a port, with a British ship transporting to Europe the produce that had traveled by train from the Midwest.

But the next year, Stilwell’s Kansas City, Pittsburg and Gulf Railroad Company went bankrupt, and Port Arthur’s development fell to John W. Gates, a shrewd Gilded Age entrepreneur who originally helped finance Stilwell, only to then oust him from their partnership. A barbed-wire magnate later bought out by U.S. Steel, Gates’s nickname was “Bet-a-Million”—the result of a prodigious gambling habit. Among the bets that paid off were his financing numerous oil wells near Spindletop, his founding the Texas Company, and his purchasing the Port Arthur Canal and Dock Company. He built a major refinery and public buildings, including St. Mary Hospital and Port Arthur College. Gates remained the town’s primary benefactor until his death in 1911.

When Seth arrived nearly twenty-five years later, Port Arthur was bustling with oil refineries, chemical plants, and shipyards, its canal and port busily shipping petroleum. The population had increased to fifty-one thousand, with an influx of refinery workers from across the state and Louisiana, including French-speaking Acadians, or Cajuns, as well as African Americans and Latinos. From 1930 to 1935, East Texas oilfields “had created the state’s great family fortunes,” Bryan Burrough reported in his history of Texas oil, The Big Rich. At the time that Seth became an employee, the Texas Company (“the most brash and aggressive of the companies”) had “refocused its operations, deemphasizing exploration in favor of refining and marketing.”

Soon after signing on, Seth sent for Dorothy, who quickly found a job, at Port Arthur’s Sears-Roebuck in the credit department. The young couple’s goal of settling down, raising a family, and rising to the middle class was under way. On October 20, 1936, Seth, twenty-six, and Dorothy, twenty-three, married, with no relatives making the journey east to attend. On nights out, the newlyweds partied at the boisterous roadhouses that dotted Highway 90, across the Sabine River, in Vinton, Louisiana.Years later Dorothy recalled dancing on tabletops at the same clubs where her teenage daughter would herself raise hell.

The Joplins spent the first seven years of their marriage industriously saving money for the future. One June day, six months after the Japanese surprise attack on Pearl Harbor catapulted the United States into World War II, Seth came home from work and told his wife, “Let’s do something for posterity,” according to Dorothy. Thirty-seven weeks later, Janis Lyn Joplin was born at nine thirty in the morning on January 19, 1943, at St. Mary Hospital. Twenty-one days early, she was eighteen inches long and weighed only five pounds, six ounces, but was healthy.

After her birth, which he didn’t attend, the businesslike Seth, thirty-two, personally typed his twenty-nine-year-old wife a wry memorandum: “I wish to tender my congratulations on the anniversary of your successful completion of your production quota for the nine months ending January 19, 1943. I realize that you passed through a period of inflation such as you had never before known—yet, in spite of this, you met your goal by your supreme effort during the early hours of January 19, a good three weeks ahead of schedule.”

The new parents cherished their baby, whose every milestone was documented by Seth’s camera. Janis would be the center of their world—a spotlight that she’d always crave—for the next six years, until their second child came along. Seth, though by nature a shy man with a dark outlook on life, would treat his firstborn like the son he’d hoped for. Dorothy, who wanted for her daughter the perfect, respectable life she’d never enjoyed as a girl, devoted herself to full-time mothering. She planned to bestow on her child every opportunity to make her a success. And baby Janis’s easygoing temperament helped inspire the new parents with a faith that they would succeed.

“She never was cranky or cross or troublesome,” Dorothy recounted. Janis began crawling at six months and standing when less than a year old. Her blue eyes would light up when her father came home from work; as a toddler, she began a ritual of meeting him at the front door. After dinner, Seth settled into his easy chair to read a book and listen to Bach and Beethoven, his eyes sometimes welling up from the beauty of it all. He was very different from most Port Arthur dads.

Janis considered her father “a secret intellectual,” she said later, describing him as “a book reader, a talker, a thinker. He was very important to me, because he made me think. He’s the reason I am like I am.” Her independent streak certainly came from Seth, but although she’d rarely admit it, Janis was equally her mother’s daughter, absorbing Dorothy’s fascination with fashion, her intense desire for control, and, of course, a powerful singing voice that offered a way out of a staid, restrictive life. Although Dorothy had turned that down, Janis would not.

About four years earlier, in 1939, the Joplins had taken a major step toward their goal of a middle-class life. They left their rental downtown on Sixth Street for their first home: a larger, two-bedroom brick house at 4048 Procter (Port Arthur’s main street), with enough room for Dorothy’s mother and her youngest sister, Mildred, to live with them. The Easts had finally divorced, with Cecil relocating to Kansas City and cutting off communication with his children. “If I’d had a choice about which parent I kept in touch with, it would have been him,” Dorothy said later of her freewheeling father. “But… he physically and emotionally divorced himself from all of us.” Laura and Mildred East stayed with the Joplins for seven years, until Janis was three and the war ended.

Still devoted to her mother’s faith, Dorothy joined the evangelical First Christian Church, a branch of their Nebraska denomination. As for Seth, he “hadn’t been brought up in a family that was religious,” Dorothy said. “That man didn’t belong to anything in his life.” The Joplins’ youngest child, Michael, remembered “Mom asking Pop if he wanted to go to church. He always said no. I asked him why once, and the gist was he didn’t believe in God. He believed in spirituality, but not organized [religion]. He didn’t like the preaching.” Seth stayed home every Sunday, while Dorothy and Janis—and eventually siblings Laura and Michael—went to the service. As with his passions for classical music and literature, Seth did not overtly express his atheism outside the Joplin home. To be an “out” atheist was to risk harsh judgment, even shame, from the deeply devout Port Arthur community. Only those close to him knew and accepted, and even admired, Seth’s convictions. Among that small group was his eldest child, Janis.

Nevertheless, at Dorothy’s insistence, Janis was baptized at age ten by immersion at the First Christian Church on Procter Street; she would attend services there through junior high. (Thirty years later, Janis’s paint-by-number Jesus Praying at Gethsemane would be discovered in a church closet.) Like her mother, Janis first sang publicly in the church choir, and Dorothy taught her in Sunday school. Seth did not object to any of it. The dichotomy between her parents’ beliefs, and their mutual respect, became young Janis Joplin’s normal.

As a child, Janis displayed her father’s restless inquisitiveness. “She was always curious about everything,” according to Dorothy, and “if she asked a question, I answered it straightforwardly, even if it was embarrassing. She was probably hyperactive, although I didn’t know it. I thought she was just intensely interested in what she was doing. I didn’t know that was something you [could] attempt to control.” On the back of a photo of a visit to Seth’s family in Amarillo, where the rambunctious Janis was allowed to run wild, Dorothy noted that Janis had lamented to her parents, “We are going home now. I’ll have to be good.” In Port Arthur, appearances mattered: Dorothy, increasingly status conscious, wanted a genteel, proper middle-class daughter. She dressed little Janis in home-sewn playsuits and ruffled frocks, sometimes with gloves and a hat, and much later would teach her to expertly wield a needle and thread.

Janis shared her parents’ love affair with music. Dorothy purchased a used upright piano and began teaching four-year-old Janis to play and sing. Seth was proud of his wife’s talent, and at first encouraged his daughter’s efforts. “She started on piano lessons to learn scales and keys,” Dorothy recalled. “I found some wonderful books of children’s songs so she could learn to sing and I could play the primary note on the piano and she could get the pitch. From my own singing experience, I could help her with the tone and make the sound of a vowel or consonant correctly. She learned to sing folk songs and started singing them when she went to bed at night. It was absolutely enchanting.” Dorothy jotted down on a photo of Janis “sings herself to sleep.”

As the Joplins’ dreams of economic security seemed to be coming true, Dorothy suffered a setback. Still in her early thirties, she was found to have a benign tumor on her thyroid gland. During surgery, the doctor irreparably damaged her vocal cords—and destroyed her singing voice. Soon after, Seth, a quiet, distant man who had trouble expressing his feelings, demanded they give away the piano. He claimed that Janis’s “banging on the keys” now got on his nerves. “He’d had a hard day at the office, and you can imagine what those scales were like to him,” Dorothy tried to explain. “He said, ‘We just can’t keep the piano.’ We didn’t fuss or quarrel about it. When one of us had a vehement opinion about something, the other would accede to that opinion. So I got rid of the piano. It broke my heart.”

Perhaps suffering anxiety over her mother’s hospitalization, followed by the subsequent loss of music in the house, Janis began sleepwalking. One night, Dorothy found her outside on the sidewalk, seemingly looking for something. When she asked, “Where are you going?” Janis kept saying over and over, “I want to go home.”

In the coming months, Dorothy suffered two miscarriages before giving birth to their second daughter, Laurel Lee “Laura” Joplin, on March 15, 1949. A colicky baby, Laura cried constantly, demanding much of her mother’s attention. Six-year-old Janis learned to fend for herself, or she would seek out her father, who seemed to recognize himself in his daughter and, for a time, always welcomed her company. As if she were his son, she’d accompany him to the barbershop, where, after Seth’s haircut, the barber would trim her bangs.

Later that year, the family decided to move to a better neighborhood: “The lady who lived on our left was married to a sailor,” Dorothy recalled. “I don’t think she knew any normal words in the English language. She cursed worse than anybody I ever heard in my life! I did not want [my children] growing up learning that kind of language.” The Joplins took the next step up the class ladder and bought a larger home in Griffing Park, a leafy new subdivision just outside the city limits. They had made it to Port Arthur’s version of suburbia.

The white frame house at 3130 Lombardy Drive, quite modest by today’s standards, featured a generous yard where Janis played. Seth tended a backyard garden, and Dorothy baked pies made from pecans picked from their trees. Janis immediately found friends among plentiful neighborhood kids, with whom she roughhoused on playground equipment built by Seth, and put on plays and puppet shows in a theater he constructed. Since her infancy, the Joplins had frequently photographed Janis, and now they took pictures of the two sisters, dressed in identical outfits sewn by Dorothy.

Janis would spend Saturdays with her father, visiting the Gates Memorial Public Library, an imposing Greek Revival–style edifice—Seth’s own kind of church. “At my house,” Janis said proudly, “you got a library card as soon as you could write your name.” Like her father, she learned to treasure books and showed an early aptitude for reading, recognized soon after she entered first grade at the nearby Tyrrell Elementary School in the fall of 1949. Her parents had done all they could to ready their firstborn to become a popular and high-achieving student in Port Arthur’s well-funded school system.






CHAPTER 2 TOMBOY


I nearly fell out of my chair, I was so excited!

—JANIS JOPLIN

An intuitive child, Janis sensed that Seth Joplin wanted a son, and certainly she knew that her tomboy roughhousing pleased him. Her deep connection with her father, initiated by her greeting him after work each day, continued until the Joplins’ third child, their only son, Michael, came along. Janis felt the loss of that intimacy acutely, viscerally, and it fueled both her lifelong neediness and her imagination.

Socially, Dorothy hoped that Janis would model herself after her. She organized a troop of Blue Birds, similar to Girl Scouts, who met regularly at the Joplins’ home, where Janis “was outgoing and made strangers welcome,” Dorothy recalled. She constantly sought her mother’s approval and would always demand more of her attention than her other two children, Dorothy said.

Janis was so book smart and took to school well enough that her first-grade teacher advanced her to second grade halfway through the year. Then, at age seven, she skipped ahead to third grade in the fall of 1950. The advanced placement proved to be a social handicap: Janis was as much as eighteen months younger than some of her classmates, and smaller than most of her friends. Yet her diminutive stature didn’t stop her from acting the equal to her older—and larger—playmates, who sometimes forgot how much younger Janis was.

“She enjoyed the physical aspects of playing,” said Roger Pryor, a neighbor two years her senior whose family’s home abutted the Joplins’ backyard. “She liked to play with the guys, boys’ sports, baseball. She wasn’t bashful, and she could argue. She initiated more than she responded: ‘Let’s do this! Let’s play this game!’ She was stubborn but likable.”

At ages ten and eleven, Janis, still the unabashed tomboy, was unself-conscious and saw no problem in going shirtless like the neighborhood boys during Port Arthur’s long, hot, humid summers. “She played outside without a shirt until she was in the seventh grade,” Pryor recalled. “She was slow in physical maturation. Nobody ever said anything about it, but it was strange behavior for a girl.”

Some kids considered Roger a bully, but Janis was fearless and always stood up to him. She even challenged him to wrestling matches. “I felt really ill at ease wrestling with a girl,” said Pryor, “and here was Janis wanting to wrestle. My parents had told me time and time again, never fight with a girl. She chased after me. If she caught you, she [sat] down on you. I remember her sitting on me, grinning. Janis would just laugh like a triumphant victor.”

Janis may have pounded on Roger because she had a crush on him. Also, a part of her was possibly jealous of the friendship he’d developed with her father. Seth “really liked me,” Pryor recounted. “He treated me like a son. He would talk to me, spend time with me, make things like slingshots.” Her father also encouraged Janis’s rambunctiousness, with no thought whatsoever of encouraging her to stay inside and play with her dolls. He built stilts and an oversized seesaw for Roger and Janis.

His most dangerous construction was “the giant stride,” a sort of swing with rings attached to ropes fastened to the top of a pole. Grabbing hold of a ring, the kids ran in a circle until they lifted to “fly,” their legs like wings above the ground. Janis got her first thrilling taste of altered consciousness soaring through the air, holding on to the ring for dear life. Pryor, who would often push the more timid children, recalled, “We’d get those kids going so [fast] they were almost straight out [from] the pole, screaming to stop, and we knew they couldn’t last, and they just flew off. We did things to hurt people—not to be mean, but more like a contest to see how tough you were. I know several people got their arm broken on that giant stride.” Janis was tough and never got hurt, but Seth later dismantled it. When she did eventually break her arm, it was from falling out of a tree.

Seth’s closest friend was Don Bowen, a fellow introvert who worked for Gulf Oil, and whose daughter Kristin—“a real pretty, quiet girl, ultrafeminine,” according to Pryor—was nearly a year older than Janis but in her grade. Don was “the only other intellectual in town,” according to Janis. He and Seth “got together desperately, and they just dug the fact that each other existed.” The Bowens and Joplins traveled across town to each other’s home at least once a month for dinner, bridge, and, most importantly, to talk freely in ways they could not out in the cultural backwater of Port Arthur. “When we arrived at the Joplins’ house,” Kristin Bowen recounted, Seth and Don “liked to listen to classical music and discuss books and sometimes politics. When the bridge table came out, we were sent off to play. There would be something new to play with: a pogo stick or stilts. We went in the backyard and climbed trees. Janis tried a lot of things that boys usually did. I noticed, as a real small child, that she wanted to tell us what to do.”

Janis became increasingly defiant, testing her parents well before her teenage years. When they attempted to control her, she reacted with no concern for consequences. At age eight, she still sucked her thumb, so to put an end to the habit, Seth forbade any radio time until her thumb no longer went into her mouth. In response, Janis threw a massive temper tantrum—shrieking, kicking, and hyperventilating. Yet even the negative attention she received from such episodes didn’t discourage her obstinacy. For Janis, quantity of attention was more important than quality.

With no air-conditioning and the windows open, sound traveled easily between homes. Pryor recalled listening to Janis battle with her parents: “You could hear the arguments, shouting matches in the house. Like, ‘Go to your room to do this’ and ‘No, I’m not! Make me!’ She didn’t want to be a dutiful child. She was disobedient.… [Seth or Dorothy] would call for her to come inside, and it was eight or nine o’clock at night. Janis would just say, ‘I’m not coming in. I’m going to play until everyone else goes.’ ”

One particular clash of wills haunted Seth Joplin for decades. He and Janis had been in the backyard playing dominos, and when night fell, mosquitos started attacking. They ran for the house, but Janis accidentally dropped the box of dominos, which scattered. He recalled, “I told her she had to pick them up before she could come in,” but she refused. “It was probably silly on my part, but I insisted. She and I stayed out there and fought those mosquitos, and she cried for a good thirty minutes until she finally did it. I think that incident might have had something to do with her later life… because she was forced to pick up those pieces. [When] she was forced to do something she didn’t want to do, she would do unusual things—against the norm.”

In high school, this trait would make Janis persona non grata among her classmates. But as a young girl, such behavior helped keep her father’s attention focused on her. Janis was rarely ignored. That would have been the worst possible punishment.

As she became more headstrong, Janis also developed a way to calm herself. While in third grade, she began painting and drawing and showed real talent. Putting images on paper or canvas seemed to soothe her. Her teachers and parents soon recognized her gifts. She responded with more output and dedication. “Janis loved to draw horses,” Pryor recounted. “She told me more than one time that horses were real hard to draw.… As an elementary school kid, she already knew she wanted to be an artist. You could see the artwork all over her bedroom walls.”

“Her coordination was superb,” according to Dorothy. “You had to show her once, and she could do it. I immediately got her a teacher who put her right into painting. She didn’t want watercolors, she wanted oils.” Ever the accommodating parents, possibly hoping to make their daughter more compliant, Seth and Dorothy bought her an easel, paints, and brushes. In later life, Janis would downplay, or even deny, her parents’ doting nature—their clear appreciation and support for her early talents. Her myth of the perpetually misunderstood child gave journalists a hook for their profiles, but it wasn’t the truth.

Kristin Bowen, like Janis, took art lessons at a woman’s home on Saturday mornings. Soon the two girls competed as artists. “Not a fierce competition, but sort of,” Bowen reflected. “We weren’t trying to do the same thing, but it was on the same path. Our parents were trying to get us to develop skills.” Dorothy, in particular, pushed Janis to work hard—and stand out as someone special.



When Janis was ten and finishing fifth grade, Dorothy gave birth to Michael Ross Joplin on May 25, 1953, a week after Seth turned forty-three. Pryor remembered Seth was elated: “When Mike came along, that was his day at the stock market. He really liked that, a son.”

During Dorothy’s pregnancy, Janis had upped her misbehavior at school. Several years before, her kindergarten teacher had cited Janis’s refusal to “rest quietly.” Now her fifth-grade teacher noted she lacked in such areas as “listens to & follows directions; makes good use of time, and practices good sportsmanship.” But, again, this teacher confirmed that Janis was “very talented” in art. With such admiration from her teacher, her parents, and friends such as Pryor and friendly rival Kristin Bowen, Janis invested more and more time in drawing and painting—often to the detriment of homework and other school assignments; the “needs improvement” comments on her report card did nothing to dissuade her. This criticism of her behavior may have fueled her drive.

On Saturdays, while Dorothy stayed home with the baby, Seth continued to take Janis, now joined by four-year-old Laura, to the Gates Memorial Library. A student of history and philosophy, Seth oversaw precocious Janis’s book selection, which included numerous illustrated art histories and L. Frank Baum’s Wizard of Oz series. She used both as inspirations—and in a few short years, Janis’s life would parallel Baum’s heroine, Dorothy, as she was whisked from her black-and-white world into a psychedelic Oz of sorts, with her own offbeat companions.

Beginning in seventh grade, in the fall of 1954, Janis transferred to Woodrow Wilson Junior High, an impressive brick building near the Gates Library. The transition from her elementary school, which she could walk to from home, was fairly traumatic. A boyish eleven-year-old, Janis initially rode the school bus, where older kids picked on her. Though their teasing was mild compared with the abuses Janis would have to endure in high school, she cried about it at home. Dorothy quickly organized a carpool with neighbors to solve the problem of the bus rides.

Janis’s entry into the new social landscape at Woodrow Wilson was eased somewhat by music, as well as art. She was, after all, the daughter of Dorothy East, once a locally acclaimed schoolgirl singer. And Janis, in some ways, early on, followed her mother’s path. She sang in the First Christian Church choir and developed a crystalline soprano voice. She immediately joined Woodrow Wilson’s ninety-member Girls’ Glee Club, where she would remain for three years. She began making new friends, including a girl named Karleen Bennett, a shy brunette who wore cat’s-eye glasses and played saxophone in the school band. Both budding cynics, Janis and Karleen bonded over their mutual dislike of gym class, particularly having to change clothes in front of their more endowed peers. Karleen’s father ran a plumbing business, and, almost unheard of in Port Arthur, he had converted to Judaism when he married a Jewish woman. To Janis, Karleen’s parents must have felt a bit like her own father—outsiders in a world of Christian conformists.

Meanwhile, Dorothy encouraged her daughter to dress like her classmates, and sewed her school clothes, including the full-circle skirts worn over crinoline petticoats—typical of the era’s fashion. Like her mother, Janis was outgoing and determined to make people like her. At the dinner table, Janis’s outspokenness and charm were rewarded with Seth’s attention and more encouragement to form her own opinions. But her gregariousness did not always sit well with her teachers. They reprimanded her for talking in class, frequently leaving her seat, and failing to finish her homework. Still, she maintained a B average, while her excellence in art won her an Outstanding Achievement award.

Janis celebrated her twelfth birthday in 1955 with a dinner party for a few of her school chums, including Kristin Bowen, who now accompanied her to weekly Arthur Murray dance classes. But rather than learn the fox-trot or the Lindy Hop, Janis wanted to dance to the new kind of music she heard on the radio: rock & roll—named by DJ Alan Freed.

That year, rock & roll broke nationally with Bill Haley and His Comets’ “Rock Around the Clock” topping the Hit Parade for three weeks. In March the film Blackboard Jungle—a drama about juvenile delinquency—opened with Haley’s song as its theme, spurring the record on to national popularity; some excitable teen audiences rioted and tore up theater seats. Other Janis favorites included Little Richard’s “Tutti-Frutti” and Fats Domino’s “Ain’t That a Shame,” New Orleans–recorded 45s getting airplay on Beaumont’s rhythm and blues station. Elvis Presley, who’d started his career at nearby Shreveport’s Louisiana Hayride broadcast on KWKH, toured the South constantly and performed at Woodrow Wilson Junior High’s auditorium on November 25, 1955. At twelve, Janis was not allowed to attend, but the frenzy around his appearance must have grabbed her attention. She began buying his 45s and spinning her radio dial to catch more of this music that seemed made for her.

Seth Joplin, detesting what he considered the rock & roll “fad” (as did many of his generation), did not like sharing his phonograph with Janis, but he finally relented and occasionally allowed his eldest to play her raucous records. Eventually she’d get her own portable record player for her bedroom.

Janis’s Saturday visits to the library with her dad, now including Karleen Bennett, were often followed by a trip to the post office, where Seth would show the girls the “Wanted” posters. Janis and Karleen compared notes on which outlaws they found most attractive. At the library, Seth continued to supervise Janis’s reading selections, whereas Karleen chose whatever she pleased—the more risqué the better. At home, she thumbed through the pages, marking any racy sections or curse words to show Janis. The girls became obsessed with “cussing” and even learned sign language so they could curse without anyone knowing. In 1956 Grace Metalious’s steamy Peyton Place caught their attention, with its back-cover copy: “the big best-seller about small town U.S.A. which has been damned and banned”; its author described as “the young housewife in blue jeans who created America’s most controversial novel.”

Also that year, Janis saw several influential films with “outsider” themes such as drug addiction, teen rebellion, and premarital sex: The Man with the Golden Arm (winning Frank Sinatra an Oscar nomination for his portrayal of a junkie), Rebel Without a Cause (James Dean’s breakthrough), and Josh Logan’s Picnic (with William Holden as a charismatic drifter). Dorothy’s idea of wholesome entertainment was being usurped, but, consumed with mothering Janis’s siblings, she was helpless to stop it. Her husband, meanwhile, was focusing more of his attention on his three-year-old son. Some five years earlier, Seth had first backed away from his daily after-work conversations with Janis when Dorothy scolded him for sharing with his impressionable daughter stories of making homemade beer in college. With perfect timing, rock & roll and novels and movies with “questionable morals” arrived to offer Janis new horizons—a kind of sanctioned subversiveness she could tap into.

That summer, Janis would initiate the process of becoming a full-fledged rebel when she volunteered at a local youth theater. Now a teenager, she looked on while her friends Karleen and Kristin began pairing off with boys, as the less curvaceous, less swan-necked Janis could only long for the amorous attention her peers inspired. At the Port Arthur Little Theatre was a heartthrob named Jim Langdon, a talented trombonist with a dark pompadour. Langdon and his gang, all nearly two years older and a grade ahead of Janis, held sway at the theater, founded by his friend Grant Lyons’s mother, a northern transplant. Langdon’s affections vacillated between Karleen, Kristin, and other girls, yet it would be Janis with whom he would form a tight yet platonic long-term bond, centered mostly on conversation and music.

At the Little Theatre, Janis, already gaining recognition for her artwork, took on the job of painting sets. To her delight, she was offered a bit part in the play Sunday Costs Five Pesos, for which she wore an off-the-shoulder peasant blouse that, along with cosmetics, made her look older. Though she hadn’t yet spent much time with Langdon, Lyons, and their friends, she admired their wit, intellect, and daring. Having just graduated from junior high in May, Jim, Grant, and their cohorts climbed to the top of a Port Arthur water tower and painted the slogan “Hi 9” on its side—a feat she envied.

In September, just after starting ninth grade, Janis got her first eyeful of the rock & roll she’d been enjoying on records and the radio. The Joplins bought a television set, still a rarity and status symbol in their neighborhood. On Sunday, the ninth, Janis and her family tuned in to CBS to see the much-publicized Elvis Presley debut on The Ed Sullivan Show. His historic, sensual performance riveted Janis: the sultry “Don’t Be Cruel,” the romantic ballad “Love Me Tender,” Little Richard’s “Ready Teddy,” and her favorite, “Hound Dog.” She became so enamored of “Hound Dog,” she somehow tracked down the original version: a 1953 R&B hit on the Houston-based Peacock label by Willie Mae “Big Mama” Thornton. How a thirteen-year-old white girl in segregated Port Arthur found the R&B single remains a mystery, but she did. The lyrics in the Presley version refer to an actual dog that “never caught a rabbit.” In the original, by contrast, Big Mama calls out a gigolo with fury. Janis took the record to the Bennetts to play for Karleen and her younger brother Herman; she preferred that version to Elvis’s, she told them. In a little more than a decade, Janis would catapult to fame with Big Mama Thornton’s “Ball and Chain.”



While in ninth grade, Janis connected with her first boyfriend: Jack Smith, a tall classmate with dark hair who, like her father, enjoyed books and conversation. “We got together over the fact that we both read a lot,” said Smith, who recalled that Janis was “bright and cheerful and smart.” When Smith, fourteen, and Janis, thirteen, became an item, it was a chaste coupling. “I didn’t have the faintest idea what sex was,” Smith recounted. Rather than sneak off and neck, they stayed after school to work together on the junior high literary magazine, Driftwood. On weekends, their dates included trips to church, amusement parks, and wholesome movies like The Ten Commandments.

Smith didn’t see much of her rebellious side. He remembered Janis as “delightful and pretty and all the things a young girl of thirteen wants to be, a typical right-up-the-line future sorority girl.” Smith gave her a gold necklace with their shared initial,  J. “If we ever get married,” she told him boldly, “all our monogrammed items will be the same.” As a member of the Pep Club and the youth service organization Tri Hi Y, Janis hosted social gatherings and at times seemed to be striving toward becoming the thoroughly conventional daughter her mother desired. While her buxom classmates wore torpedo bras, Janis was flat chested and still dressed dutifully in her mother’s creations. On a scrapbook page documenting a Tri Hi Y event, Janis sketched a frock with a cinched waist and full skirt and pasted a swatch of gingham, noting, “I wore that dress Mother made me, green and white checks with white trim.”

That December 1956, ninth grader Janis sang her first public solo at the church Christmas pageant, which Jack Smith attended. She also performed with some seven dozen other girls at a Glee Club concert. In both, she used the clear soprano that, at the time, she thought was the totality of her voice: a lovely sound, but not as special as her artwork. She still considered herself an artist, not a singer, and would for a few years yet. She also showed aptitude as a writer, encouraged by her favorite teacher, Dorothy Robyn, who found Janis “a very capable student who needs to develop more responsibility.” Despite Janis’s behavioral issues, Robyn eventually honored her with a merit award certificate for English and journalism: Janis, thrilled by the attention, wrote in her scrapbook, “What a shock! Miss Robyn walks up in the middle of class and casually says, ‘Oh, I thought you might like to see this.’ I nearly fell out of my chair. I was so excited!” Janis illustrated the moment with a stick figure drawing of herself tumbling to the floor.

Both Janis’s artwork and writing were showcased in the 1957 Driftwood, with her illustrations on its cover and inside an adorable, illustrated essay, “The Most Unusual Prayer,” about her younger brother Michael’s attempt to say grace at the Joplin dinner table. That summer, Janis volunteered at the Gates Memorial Library as an assistant in the children’s room. She put her artistry to work by expertly drawing large posters featuring the Scarecrow and others from the Oz books who accompany rebellious Dorothy. Janis got her first taste of fame when a Port Arthur News reporter interviewed her about the posters. The July 14 article, “Library Job Brings Out Teenager’s Versatility,” featured a photo of Janis and her Scarecrow drawing, noting that she “was named one of the top artists in the ninth grade” and “outstanding in journalism.” Apparently a natural at the sound bite, Janis said she took the job “because it gives me a chance to practice art and at the same time to do something worthwhile for the community.”

This recognition, however, could not compensate for the loss of her father’s attentiveness. “Pop had always laughed loudly and easily with his kids, until the girls started to become women,” Laura Joplin reflected later. “Then he withdrew. Somehow our femininity made it more awkward for him to express his feelings, a task that took effort at any time.” Janis cast the blame elsewhere. A decade later, she would recall that her father “used to talk and talk to me, and then he turned right around from that when I was fourteen—maybe he wanted a smart son or something like that.”

As for Seth, he would remember a daughter very akin to him, except for her increasing compulsion to publicly flaunt her individuality. Unlike him, she would refuse to keep a low profile. “From about the age of fourteen,” he recalled laconically, “Janis was a revolutionary.”






CHAPTER 3 THRILL SEEKER


You shouldn’t have to be young until you’re old enough to cope with it.

—JANIS JOPLIN

Janis always looked back to her fourteenth year as a turning point. In 1970, in interviews and onstage, she would frequently recall that age, usually tinged with bitterness: during a performance of Etta James’s feverish “Tell Mama,” after singing about finding out “what you need, what you want,” she rapped, “I found out when I was fourteen years old, and I’ve been lookin’ ever since.” When a journalist asked why she was miserable as a teen, she answered with the provocative “I didn’t have any tits at fourteen.” While true, this was only part of the story; the part that would get the most attention.

Although she’d begun to seek an edgier pop culture—rock & roll, trashy novels, racy movies—Janis was still invested in being a conventional daughter, with every school activity memorialized in her Thomas Jefferson (TJ) High scrapbook, all carefully hand lettered. As a tenth grader, in the fall of 1957, she joined the TJ High student population of 1,920. She became a member of the Future Teachers of America, worked on The Yellow Jacket yearbook, and threw herself into traditional high school pursuits: pep rallies, student elections, and football games. Her mother encouraged her to work hard, achieve, and make friends. “What you wanted was to be popular,” her classmate Kristin Bowen explained. “Student council people, football players, and cheerleaders were the ultimate type of people. One of the main goals was not to be different. Then you wouldn’t be popular.”

Popularity depended mostly on looks, and Janis detested hers, particularly since she’d developed acne. She was increasingly insecure about her attractiveness, the beginnings of her lifelong negative self-image. According to Karleen Bennett, Janis particularly hated what she referred to as her “little pig eyes.” Janis attempted to improve her appearance by rolling her chin-length hair in large curlers and tinting it red. “She didn’t like her hair,” Karleen recalled. “She thought her nose was too big, her mouth was too big. She had freckles.” Though she and the ninety-eight-pound Karleen were both petite and wore the same size clothes, Janis thought of herself as fat, possibly due to rail-thin Dorothy Joplin’s focus on staying slim. With a boyish build, “Janis’s waist wasn’t small, and this was back in the days of cinch belts, girdles, and eighteen-inch waists,” Karleen observed.

Janis and Jack Smith had broken up, and she envied Karleen and Kristin, who had plenty of dates their sophomore year. Janis’s only invitation came from a junior named Roger Iverson, who asked her to his induction ceremony for the Order of the DeMolays, a Masonic Youth Order. She commemorated the event by pasting her corsage and other souvenirs into her scrapbook, but it would be their only date.

Yet Janis did not lack for male companionship. She had a new crew of friends who’d become close pals the previous summer. In July 1957, during hurricane season—with two hitting Port Arthur—Janis had returned to the Little Theatre workshop. This time she pushed her way into Jim Langdon’s tight-knit clique composed of Grant Lyons, David Moriaty, Randy Tennant, and Adrian Haston. These five young Turks, all rising juniors, fascinated her. Wearing their hair longer than most students’ typical flattops or crew cuts, they thirsted for new ideas. At the Little Theatre, Janis began joining their heady conversations, more than holding her own.

The athlete of the group, Lyons, played linebacker for the Thomas Jefferson High Yellow Jackets, lauded locally, like all football teams in Texas. He was the first “Renaissance man” Janis befriended: unlike his teammates, he had “an interest in the arts—visual arts, drama, poetry, writing of all kinds, and music,” he recalled about himself and his four best friends. “Our interests were not those of the average Port Arthur high school student our age. We didn’t fit into the sea we were swimming in. Janis joined our group, and she was interesting—loud, kinda bossy, and fun.”

To budding existentialist Jim Langdon, Janis initially seemed “naïve and shy, a conventional, very straight little girl entering high school. I remember how absolutely shocked and horrified she was—just aghast—when she found out I didn’t believe in God. She tried to argue convincingly but wasn’t very successful.” As the first avowed atheist in her life besides her father, Langdon’s views captivated Janis, even as she made a case for her mother’s beliefs. Langdon soon discovered that Janis “wanted to grow up a bit and explore who she was. I realized how sharp she was. She gradually became a full-fledged member of our gang and became part of everything we did.”

Adrian Haston—like Langdon, the son of a refinery worker—found Janis to be “self-assured and assertive enough to make friends with five guys who were handfuls. That was pretty unusual. She was very bright and talented, but she didn’t see it.” Dave Moriaty, whose father was a Gulf Oil engineer, owned a sailboat. Janis joined the gang on sailing excursions, but mostly they just drove around, with Langdon or Moriaty behind the wheel. “One night Janis and I drove out to Sarah Jane Road, by a refinery, with the oil flares burning up, a spooky place,” Langdon recounted. “We’d just roam around looking for some place to talk.” Lyons said they spent their “lives in cars.” The main teenage pastime was either “making the Triangle” (motoring between Port Arthur, Beaumont, and Orange) or “doing the drag,” cruising Port Arthur’s main thoroughfare, Procter Street.

From the beginning, Janis was treated like one of the boys. Though she harbored crushes on them, only one, Randy Tennant, a member of TJ’s Slide Rule Club, which Janis would join, asked her out. “It wasn’t your conventional date,” he recalled. “It was more like two guys getting together and talking about everything, chatter, chatter, chatter. She was good company and could hold up her end of the conversation. She might come up with something interesting or totally off the wall, but she fit in our group.”

“I think that summer was pivotal for Janis,” said Langdon. “She transitioned very quickly into a different person. We were just a grade ahead of her, but we were a lot further ahead in other areas.” Moriaty recalled: “Everybody realized Janis was fun to have around because she raised so much hell. She wouldn’t accept her place as a female or an underclassman. She used to call up and demand to go along on our outings. It was unheard of.” Janis’s questioning of her mother’s conformity intensified as she sought knowledge and affirmation from this older iconoclastic group. The former tomboy dove into being the boys’ club mascot.

Entertaining them with raucous jokes was one way to get attention, but Lyons recalled Janis sometimes taking charge. “She’d try to make people do what she wanted them to do,” he said. “She wanted her own way; she was willful. But God knows she couldn’t survive around us very long if she hadn’t been. We were a bunch of very pushy people; a lot of strong personalities.” Janis saw the outsider boys as her godsend: “They read books and had ideas,” she recalled a decade later. “We thought of ourselves as intellectuals.” She could easily have been speaking about Seth, whose growing detachment stung less as Janis found her way among younger versions of her father.

When not gallivanting with the guys, engaging in hours of conversation, or cracking them up, Janis maintained her friendship with Karleen Bennett and rising junior Arlene Elster, who attended the local synagogue with Karleen. The daughter of a doctor, Arlene drove her mother’s Chevy, with Karleen riding shotgun and Janis in back. They smoked Newports and sang along with the radio blasting. Some drives included stopping by Port Arthur College’s tiny radio station, KPAC, to visit classmate volunteers. Elvis still dominated the AM dial that summer of ’57 with “Too Much,” “All Shook Up,” and “(Let Me Be Your) Teddy Bear” in heavy rotation; they saw Elvis on the big screen in Loving You at the Port Theater. From Lubbock, Texas, Buddy Holly and the Crickets scored with the R&B–tinged rocker “That’ll Be the Day.” Debbie Reynolds was the rare female on the Hit Parade via her strings-drenched “Tammy,” from Tammy and the Bachelor. To find more diversity, the girls tuned in to Beaumont’s R&B station, KOLE, where they got an earful with LaVern Baker’s exciting “Jim Dandy” and the amorous “Love Is Strange” by Mickey and Sylvia, as well as Little Richard’s “Lucille” and the Coasters’ “Young Blood.” Other bawdy R&B hits getting play included Etta James’s saucy “The Wallflower,” better known as “Roll with Me Henry,” and Beaumont’s own Ivory Joe Hunter’s “I Almost Lost My Mind.” Sex was all over these songs.

Janis and Karleen eventually got up their nerve to meet KOLE DJ Steve-O the Night Rider. “I remember going up to KOLE a couple times late at night ’cause Janis wanted to,” Karleen recounted. “She had this thing about people on the radio, and she wanted to talk to Steve-O because he played rhythm and blues. It was daring to walk into a place where there are older men you don’t know and say, ‘Hey, you want some coffee? We’ll go get some.’ ” Janis, however, needed to know where the music came from, and, unlike Karleen, she didn’t fear risk or confrontation.



Things were fraught around the Joplin home that fall. In late September 1957, Dorothy had to undergo a hysterectomy, and her relationship with her eldest child began to deteriorate mostly because Janis, emboldened by her summer thick with the rebel boys, became increasingly independent. She was no longer the eager-to-please daughter who just six months earlier had written her mother a birthday invitation: “Dear Mrs. S. W. Joplin, In gratefullness [sic] for being such a wonderful mother for 14 years I would like for you to have dinner with me at Luby’s on Saturday the 16th. Janis Lyn Joplin.”

Karleen, a frequent visitor at the Joplin home, suspected that “Mrs. Joplin had a hard time bending or being different from how she had grown up,” and therefore didn’t understand or approve of Janis’s new interests. Meanwhile, Seth escaped the family pressures or the recurring darkness of his own mind by disappearing into the garage or the backyard and drinking alone. Roger Pryor, the son of teetotalers, noticed his neighbor’s drinking, including one day when Seth attempted—unsuccessfully—to walk a tightrope he’d strung up in the backyard. Usually, though, “when he got loose, he’d just tell old stories,” Pryor recalled. “When he was drinking, he’d smile a lot.” For Seth Joplin, as it would for Janis, alcohol seemed to promise a release into good times and better feelings, at least in the short term.

For kicks, Janis joined Karleen and Arlene to cruise Port Arthur’s red-light district, crammed with brothels and gambling dens—establishments that stayed in business thanks to bribes paid to law enforcement, as well as conservative town leaders who looked the other way. According to Karleen’s brother Herman, “Nearly every boy in town lost his virginity at Gracie’s [brothel]. There was no age limit; if you had the money at the whorehouse, they didn’t care how old you were.”

Such sexual freedom, of course, did not extend to Port Arthur’s teen girls. If word got out that a girl lost her virginity, her reputation was ruined. Karleen and Janis certainly questioned the hypocrisy: “We always wondered why it was okay for the boys but wasn’t okay for the girls,” Karleen reflected.

One renowned den of iniquity, the Keyhole Klub, was noted not just for gambling and sex workers but also for serving the best hot dogs in town. One Saturday, Karleen and Arlene convinced Janis to go inside the notorious bar and buy them hot dogs while they waited in the Chevy. When Janis carried out the proof of her gutsy deed, they pranked her by locking her out of the car. “We wanted to make sure everybody saw her there,” Karleen explained. “She was the first girl I knew to go inside the Keyhole. We’d make up stupid ideas and then get Janis to do them. I pushed her into doing things that I wished I could do but couldn’t bring myself to do.”

It became clear that Janis “was eager and anxious for our approval and affection,” Karleen admitted, which meant she would put up with their mean-girl tricks. Other escapades included driving outside town to a secluded spot, crafting a ruse for Janis to leave the car, and then speeding off without her. Karleen and Arlene always returned to pick her up, but Janis, ever needy and trusting, continued to fall for their pranks. So starved was Janis for their attention, she forgave them for such ill treatment, even as the humiliations mounted.

Once, when she spent the night at the Bennetts’ home, “Janis and I got into an argument about whether or not she could sneak out of the house and get back in without my parents knowing,” Karleen recalled. She knew Janis’s voice could be heard in her parents’ bedroom through an air vent, alerting the Bennetts about her plan as the girls discussed it. Fearless, Janis jumped out the window, landing painfully in a bed of rocks and cactus. When she limped back to the front door, Mrs. Bennett was there to scold her, to Karleen’s smug delight.

Janis sometimes played a similar role among the rebel boys, becoming “one of our favorite characters,” Moriaty reflected. “I hate to think of how we treated her sometimes. She occupied the position of court jester.” To Janis, their attention was clearly worth the teasing.



Janis’s thunderbolt moment arrived in the autumn of ’57, in the form of Jack Kerouac’s On the Road. Prior to Kerouac, she was struggling to find her identity: Was she a wannabe “popular” God-fearing girl with curlers in her hair who did the bidding of her boy-crazy female peers? Or the wisecracking, whip-smart, sexless mascot of a loquacious crew of older, self-styled intellectual boys? While both extremes offered opportunities to express herself and feel included, neither would make her feel as free, and as recognized, as the cinematic storytelling of Kerouac.

Every week, Janis read her parents’ Time magazine with absolute regularity, which is where she discovered a feature about the recently published On the Road. Janis immediately borrowed the novel from Jim Langdon. She devoured Kerouac’s visceral narrative of Sal Paradise’s adventures with reckless Dean Moriarty (inspired by Kerouac’s traveling companion and muse, Neal Cassady), whom he described as looking like a young version of the Texas-born singing cowboy Gene Autry. Paradise and Moriarty even passed through the Golden Triangle in On the Road’s pages:

“We took a chance on one of the dirt roads, and pretty soon we were crossing the evil old Sabine River that is responsible for all these swamps. With amazement we saw great structures of light ahead of us. ‘Texas! It’s Texas! Beaumont oil town!’ Huge oil tanks and refineries loomed like cities in the oily fragrant air.”

Now, driving the Triangle from Port Arthur to Orange to Beaumont with the boys made even more sense to Janis. They, too, could be Kerouac’s “sordid hipsters of America, a new beat generation” with their “real straight talk about souls.” Sex and drugs and drunkenness and rootlessness—evils that Janis’s parents tried to shield her from in her selection of library books lest she suffer the fates they’d seen befall their ancestors. Their warnings and admonishments, however, held none of the power of Kerouac’s musical, defiantly antiestablishment prose.

For Janis, On the Road was “a revelation,” according to Karleen. It would take several years for her to follow Kerouac’s lead, traveling from Texas to San Francisco for the first time, but at fourteen, she’d discovered her first kindred spirit in literature, and this would inform everything going forward. Her final break with convention was yet to come, but she began calling herself a beatnik—which she would never stop doing.

Soon after reading On the Road, an emboldened Janis connected with her own Sal Paradise: a wrong-side-of-the-tracks TJ High junior named Rooney Paul, who looked like a cross between Elvis and James Dean and lived downtown with his single, working mother. “That was her first love,” in Karleen’s opinion. “He worked at a drive-in and lived in a rooming house on Procter.” Karleen drove her there on several occasions and picked her up an hour later, but the unconsummated relationship fizzled. After Paul quit school in eleventh grade and joined the army, Janis continued to sketch his portrait. In one surviving drawing, he wears a T-shirt, a James Dean–style jacket, and jeans. Apparently, it was Paul who’d done the spurning. “I was very young, and I didn’t have any experience in relating to people,” Janis later said. “Every time one of my overtures would be refused, it would hurt.”

In 1958 Janis, at fifteen, continued going through the motions of a typical Eisenhower-era teen; mementos pasted in her scrapbook at the end of her sophomore year include team-spirit flyers and handbills promoting student council candidates. No hint from these pages of her nascent beatnik identity. Similarly, her first high school annual is cluttered with salutations, advice, and mostly compliments penned by fellow students. Her best friend’s inscription, however, takes a different tone, an adolescent hint at irony perhaps, but reading somewhat callous on the page: “Don’t believe all the nice things people have been writing about you,” Karleen scrawled on the yearbook’s back page. “They’re not honest.… Actually, they’re afraid to say you’re conceited, young & impressionable!!… I realize you know how clever I am, so we won’t go into that here. Just keep working & maybe someday you’ll be as clever as I am. (Don’t hold your breath, till then!).”

Janis’s confessional message in Karleen’s annual is markedly less caustic and suggests she is confounded by the complicated friendship: “To a good ole egg. I’ve tried in vain to analyze you, but I can’t so I figured—what the hell (heck), stay confused. I wish I could figure you out. Who do you like now—Mickey, Dennis, Jim or David? I hope I will get to know and understand you better next year. Remember me always, SEZ Janis. P.S. Remember—I AM A VIRGIN!”



That summer of ’58, Janis set out to reinvent herself in the vein of a Kerouac heroine. She got a flattering, very short haircut at the best salon in town. She took up red lipstick and eye makeup, and began visiting a dermatologist for painful acne treatments. She also developed a new laugh, a loud cackle, which she practiced at Karleen Bennett’s. “She’d ask, ‘Is it annoying enough? Should it be louder?’,” Karleen recalled.

In Time magazine, Janis read about the scandal of Louisiana’s Jerry Lee Lewis, who’d scored the massive hits “Whole Lot of Shakin’ Going On” and “Great Balls of Fire” the previous year; his career tanked after the disclosure of his marriage to thirteen-year-old second cousin Myra Gale. The magazine published a letter to the editor condemning Lewis and his teenage fans. Janis was so angered that she wrote her own response to Time, defending Lewis, rock & roll, and her generation. Though Time didn’t publish her letter, she got a sympathetic reply from the news weekly (dated July 28, 1958), which Janis pasted into her scrapbook. She’d later meet the man she championed—with agonizing results.

That summer’s watershed came when Janis passed driver’s education and got her license—another milestone noted in her scrapbook. Behind the wheel of her father’s meticulously kept car, she was no longer a passenger but the master of her destination. “I remember when she backed out of the driveway the first time, alone, and drove out,” Seth Joplin recalled. “I watched her. You never saw a bigger smile. She was overwhelmed with the joy of being able to do it alone.” Like her beatnik heroes, at last she could cruise the open road. On her first drive, she collected Kristin Bowen, and they conspired to pick up some teenage boys. Kristin reported in her diary: “She let them off except for Billy Brown, [who] sat between us. He was real fresh and sort of cute but loud—biggest flirt I ever saw.”

The next evening, rushing home from the Bennetts’ house before her curfew, Janis ran a stop sign and crashed into another car, totaling both vehicles; fortunately, she and the other driver were unharmed. After the accident, Seth grounded her. “ ‘How could you be so dumb?’ he yelled, in a voice we seldom heard,” her sister Laura wrote in her book Love, Janis. “It was the biggest problem any of his kids had ever caused, and he seethed in astonishment.… Janis was crushed, embarrassed, frustrated, and upset that she had failed so miserably.” Once again, she was relegated to the back seat of her friends’ cars.

Janis found comfort in records shared that summer by the Little Theatre gang. Langdon collected jazz 78s, and Janis, too, started seeking out new sounds. “In a record store, I found a record by Odetta, and I bought it,” she said later of what she called Odetta’s folk-blues “ox-driver songs.” Born in Alabama and raised in California, Odetta, at thirteen, trained in opera and musical theater before becoming the sole black female folksinger in San Francisco in the mid-1950s. After buying her 1956 solo debut, Odetta Sings Ballads and Blues, Janis taught herself to reproduce Odetta’s round tones. “I really dug it,” she recalled, “and I played it at a bunch of parties, and everyone liked it. We used to go to all the beaches and… sit on the beach… and we’d go to this old Coast Guard shack.… You’d go all the way to the top, and you’d look out on all this water and marsh, and we used to sit up there and sit around and talk. We were up there one day, and someone said, ‘I wish we had a record player,’ and I said, ‘I can sing.’

“ ‘Come on, Janis, cut it out.’

“I said, ‘I can too’… So I started singing a real Odetta… ya la la… I came out with this huge voice.

“They said, ‘Janis, you’re a singer!’… They told me I had a great voice, and I thought, ‘Wow… ’ ”

The moment contained everything Janis had craved for so long: surrounded by a close group of peers and all of them genuinely astonished by her. She could feel it; the music she was singing was rooted in the blues, which spoke to her early sense of loss. She had seen and heard singers who lived an unconventional, road-going life—like Kerouac’s heroes—and that road now seemed closer.

“From the very beginning,” said Jim Langdon, “when it was nothing more than sitting around a record player on the living room floor or in the back seat with four or five of us, there was never any doubt in my mind that Janis had a world-class voice and that she could do anything she wanted with that voice.”

Impacting Janis even more than Odetta was Louisiana-born Huddie Ledbetter: “Grant Lyons told me about somebody called Lead Belly,” Janis recounted time and again. “He bought Lead Belly records, which were far-out country blues. I was a soprano, singing in the church choir. I didn’t know I had that kind of voice. Then Grant Lyons played a Lead Belly record for me. That started it.”

Two decades before Janis heard his music, forty-six-year-old Lead Belly, released after serving a second prison term for slashing a white man’s arm, started his career in New York, promoted by Texas-raised folklorist John Lomax. The bluesy songs Lead Belly sang and played on his twelve-string guitar—“Matchbox Blues,” “Rock Island Line,” “Midnight Special,” “Careless Love,” “Alberta,” and “C.C. Rider” (also called “Easy Rider”)—became some of Janis’s favorites. Exploring his music, she eventually learned his topical protest songs, including “Bourgeois Blues”: “Them white folks in Washington they know how / To call a colored man a nigger just to see him bow.” Janis was six years old when Lead Belly died in December 1949 at age sixty from Lou Gehrig’s disease. The following year, his signature song “Irene” became the top pop hit of 1950 as “Goodnight Irene” for folk quartet the Weavers (featuring Pete Seeger). Decades after Janis discovered Lead Belly, Kurt Cobain would cite him as his favorite artist as Nirvana launched into a version of the bluesman’s “In the Pines” (also known as “Where Did You Sleep Last Night?”) on MTV Unplugged.

Janis put her own stamp on songs recorded by Appalachian balladeer Jean Ritchie, known for her pure, mellifluous soprano. “[Janis] had a true chameleon’s voice,” according to Langdon. “She could sound like Odetta, a black woman with a very deep voice. She could turn around and sing Jean Ritchie’s Appalachian songs—this real thin soprano—and it would sound just like Jean Ritchie. She was tremendously versatile, with tremendous range.”

According to Grant Lyons, though the boys sang folk and blues songs while driving around, when Janis chimed in, they would, for once, shut up and spotlight her with their rapt, undivided attention. “It was an overwhelming voice,” he said. “There was no point in singing along with Janis if she was going to sing like that.”






CHAPTER 4 “BEAT WEEDS”


I would never be young again. I’d have to cry all over.

—JANIS JOPLIN

Since childhood, at the Joplin dinner table, Janis’s parents had encouraged her to voice her opinions. Now, at TJ High, she spoke out about political and social issues she’d discussed with the rebel boys, at a time when most girls kept quiet. “There wasn’t anybody like me in Port Arthur,” she told a Newsweek reporter nine years later. “It was lonely. All those feelings welling up and no one to talk to. I read. I painted. I didn’t hate Negroes.”

Not only did she not “hate Negroes,” but Janis also stood up for desegregation in an environment particularly hostile to African Americans. During a classroom discussion on integration, Janis was the sole student to argue in favor of black and white students attending school together. This move, combined with her carousing with older boys, her identification with the Beats, and her lashing out at those who ridiculed her, would eventually, by her senior year, cut her off from conventional Port Arthur. She became a pariah in her hometown.

“Everybody was against integration,” Karleen Bennett recalled, “or if they were for it, they didn’t say anything. Janis did. She got up and started talking about the way she felt about it. You just didn’t do that back then. That pretty much resulted in her being picked on for the rest of the time in high school—calling her names like ‘nigger lover.’ ” Another classmate, Tary Owens, agreed: “It just reached a thing where most of them hated her.”

For Janis, segregated Port Arthur, where the black section of town suffered from substandard housing, roads, and education, did not seem much different from neighboring Arkansas, which made national headlines in 1957 when Governor Orval Faubus blocked black students from entering Little Rock Central High School. The year before that, in Mansfield, Texas, a white mob stopped three black students from enrolling in a white school; ignoring a federal court order, Governor R. Allan Shivers sent Texas Rangers to back the segregationists. Defying the 1954 Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board of Education, the Texas Legislature passed a 1957 segregation bill delaying integration by nearly a decade. In Vidor, Texas, just outside Port Arthur, the Ku Klux Klan erected a sign warning African Americans (using the offensive slur “niggers”) not to be caught inside city limits after sundown. Cross burnings were not uncommon in the area, and carloads of white men sometimes drove through Port Arthur’s black neighborhood and, leaning out the windows, assaulted African American pedestrians with two-by-fours—a practice they called “nigger knocking.”



As her junior year began in fall 1958, Janis nonetheless attempted to participate in TJ traditions, even though numerous classmates shunned her. Perhaps with Dorothy’s prodding, she tried out for the prestigious Red Hussars Drum and Bugle Corps, a precision drill team that marched at football games and in parades. When she was rejected, she broke down in tears at school. She was accepted into other clubs, though, including the Future Nurses of America, through which she volunteered as a nurse’s aid at St. Mary Hospital and learned to give injections. It was a skill she would abuse a few years later. As a prominent member of TJ’s Art Club, Janis enthusiastically created bulletin board layouts and posters for the school hallways.

On Saturdays, she spent some rare time with her father. Seth occasionally drove her and her easel to the waterfront to paint “vistas of choppy water, sailboats, fishermen, and diving birds,” according to her sister, Laura, who usually accompanied them. As an eleventh grader, Janis still considered herself “an artist” who “had all these ideas and feelings that I’d pick up in books,” she reflected later. “My father would talk to me about it.” When her greatly admired high school art teacher, Roger Russell, encouraged her to expand her subject matter to the human body, Karleen Bennett posed while Janis sketched her hands and feet. She began studying nudes in her art books; as Janis recalled, she’d “look at these… paintings and go, ‘Wow!’ and I’d try and paint that.”

When Dorothy discovered the female nude Janis had painted on the inside of her bedroom closet door, she called Janis a “harlot” in front of Karleen, who recalled checking a dictionary to see what the word meant. It’s unclear if Janis’s painting was a self-portrait, a friend’s body, or from her imagination. After days of arguing with her parents, Janis angrily covered the nude with Jackson Pollock–style paint splashes and eventually painted a seascape over it.

Not surprisingly, Janis began spending as much time as possible away from home. She craved excitement as she drove around with her friends. Karleen and Kristin Bowen often discussed “smooch parties,” which Janis, who “didn’t get asked to go out on dates,” according to Karleen, wanted to experience herself. But when the opportunities occasionally arose, Janis balked. “I remember a couple of guys trying to make it with her at some party, and her trying to come on very tough, very experienced, but actually folding in the clinch,” Jim Langdon recalled. “She maybe even cried.”

Usually girls went to the drive-in theater only on dates with boys, but Karleen made an exception to go with Janis to Gigi, the film musical starring Maurice Chevalier (“Thank Heaven for Little Girls”) and Leslie Caron, based on Colette’s story of a young Parisian training to become a courtesan. They loved the movie, taking note of the scene in which Gigi learns to make proper drinks for gentlemen friends. The girls later fantasized about being prostitutes, Bennett recalled, “drinking and smoking and having sex all day.” Soon after, they asked Karleen’s mother, who was laissez-faire compared with Dorothy Joplin, for a cocktail. She mixed them whiskey sours, reasoning that it was better for the girls to try alcohol at home than sneak it elsewhere. “It was the first drink Janis ever had,” according to Karleen. “We made her promise she wouldn’t tell her parents. We had one drink and thought it was the end of the world—that this was it!”

The sense of release provided by spirits clearly resonated within Janis as a way to calm her anxiety, unleash her courage, and dull her fears of judgment from her classmates, her family, and Port Arthur as a whole. Soon she was out drinking beer with the boys. Jim Langdon had joined a dance band that played thirty minutes away at roadhouses along Highway 90, across the Sabine River near Vinton, Louisiana—the same places Janis’s parents had frequented before she was born. At one time, from the 1930s to 1953, the strip was crammed with nearly two dozen gambling clubs, bars, and dance halls. A few still thrived in 1959, filled with hard-drinking Cajuns, refinery workers, and underage kids from Texas and Louisiana. The state’s largely unenforced drinking age was eighteen, unlike the stricter twenty-one in Texas. Tary Owens, a TJ junior who joined them on outings to see Langdon’s band, said, “It started out being once a month, then ended up being almost weekly. We’d go to Buster’s first because they had a happy hour with quarter drinks. If you could get up to the bar, they’d sell it to you.”

Janis delighted in going across the river to such clubs as Lou Ann’s and the Big Oak, downing beers and hearing raucous R&B bands—a real contrast musically to pop radio’s Hit Parade fare. Except for New Orleans native Lloyd Price’s “Stagger Lee” and Wilbert Harrison’s “Kansas City,” the dial was packed with teen idols like Paul Anka and Frankie Avalon. On February 3, 1959, two weeks after Janis’s sixteenth birthday, a plane crash killed Buddy Holly, the star from Lubbock; J. P. “the Big Bopper” Richardson, a Beaumont DJ who spun black music and wrote “Chantilly Lace”; and seventeen-year-old Ritchie Valens, who scored the hits “Donna” and “La Bamba.” In the late fifties, other early rock & rollers were off the radar for less tragic reasons: Elvis got drafted; Little Richard became a preacher; and Jerry Lee Lewis, still unforgiven for marrying his thirteen-year-old cousin, was banned from radio. This vacuum helped create the conditions for an influx of folk music onto the pop charts: the Kingston Trio and others, as well as a thriving underground of roots musicians, including Bob Dylan and Joan Baez, who would influence Janis—and even become her peers.

Despite rock & roll’s dip in popularity in ’59, the Big Oak and Lou Ann’s on Highway 90 continued to rock, albeit with amplified Texas blues, R&B, and the local hybrid later labeled “swamp pop.” A low-slung joint with a bar and pool tables, Lou Ann’s stage featured Jimmy Reed and other distinctive Texas bluesmen.

The Big Oak, “a large, barnlike place,” according to Langdon, “was jammed every weekend, and there’d be fights in the parking lot.” It booked primarily local artists, usually white, and always male. A raspy-voiced belter Janis’s age, Jerry LaCroix, fronted the Dominos, a raucous R&B combo with a horn section, which he joined at age fourteen. LaCroix, as “Count Jackson,” would then form the Counts before joining Beaumont native Edgar Winter in White Trash in the early 1970s (and eventually singing lead for Blood, Sweat and Tears and Rare Earth). The hottest group playing the strip in ’59 was the Boogie Kings, which included Dale Gothia, a Port Arthur saxophone player a couple of years older than Janis. Ten years later, the Dominos and the Boogie Kings would inspire Janis’s musical direction when she put together her first backing band.

It was an earth-shattering sound shaking the rafters in 1959 Louisiana: “We opened the door, and it was like a freight train coming through that room!” LaCroix recalled of the Boogie Kings, which he later joined. “These guys had five tenor saxophones, a couple of trumpets, a Hammond B-3 organ, and one of those Louisiana drummers. They were playing… ‘swamp pop music’—Fats Domino, Bobby Charles–style music. There were three lead singers, and all the horn players sang like black chicks in a gospel choir. They had beautiful voices. It was just an incredible band.”

The sound and rhythm of these bands unleashed Janis’s pent-up energy, no doubt aided by her increasing intake of alcohol. Doing the bump and grind on the grimy, packed dance floor, her adrenaline pumping, she experienced a high that some kids got through sex. Pretty boy Tary Owens, whose family had moved to Texas from Illinois, recalled drunkenly “necking” with Janis in the back seat on the way home.

None of Janis’s girlfriends accompanied her across the river to Louisiana’s nightspots. Nice girls did not go to Lou Ann’s, Buster’s, or the Big Oak. But her reputation be damned, Janis thrived in the carload of boys, getting loose, with loud music the backdrop. En route, while popping beers and smoking cigarettes, they tuned in to Beaumont’s KJET and heard black DJs like Willie Knighton spin soulful stompers: James Brown and the Famous Flames’ early hits “Please, Please, Please” and “Try Me,” Ray Charles’s “What’d I Say,” Jimmy Reed’s “I’m Gonna Get My Baby,” and Bobby “Blue” Bland’s “Farther Up the Road” and “Little Boy Blue.” Sometimes they heard local stars such as Clarence “Gatemouth” Brown, born in Vinton and raised in Orange, Texas, a frequent collaborator with Janis’s favorite, Big Mama Thornton.

While Janis was pushing boundaries with the boys, Dorothy Joplin attended classes at Port Arthur College to enhance her secretarial skills. With all three children now in school, and requiring extra funds for her elderly mother’s nursing care, she needed a job. Dorothy’s excellence as a student led the college to hire her to teach typing and then promote her to school registrar. So with both parents now working, Janis began to ignore her curfew. “We stayed out till all hours,” according to Grant Lyons. “ ‘Let’s go to Louisiana!’ My parents gave me a hard time, and I bet a girl’s parents would have hit the ceiling if she’d come in at four o’clock in the morning, smelling of beer, especially if she was out with four boys. They couldn’t have known where we were going.”

As word of Janis’s excursions got around school, rumors spread that she was “loose,” adding to her already tarnished reputation. Still, according to those who knew her best, Janis had not yet had sex. She didn’t go further than playing games of “button poker,” a milder form of strip poker, with a few TJ boys. One participant, Mike Howard, recalled Janis losing a game and undoing three buttons on her blouse, exposing her bra to him and another boy. “My friend and I mentioned our button poker with Janis to other friends,” Howard confessed, “and I suspect that these little tales degenerated through the high school grapevine until we were buck naked and rolling around in vegetable oil.”

Janis’s occasional necking, or “ass grabbing,” as Grant Lyons called it, at parties or in a back seat with a drunken boy became more fodder for gossip. Yet when Janis dropped by Karleen Bennett’s and found her in bed with her boyfriend, she seemed clueless. “She wasn’t sure what was going on,” Karleen recalled. “She had no idea that we’d had sex. I jumped up, put on some clothes, and went in the living room to talk to her: ‘I’m so glad you came in—you stopped me from doing something I shouldn’t have done!’ ” At sixteen, Janis may have drunkenly fooled around with boys, but she was still naïve about the fundamentals of sex, and Karleen didn’t divulge what she knew. Like Karleen, her necking partner Tary Owens was convinced that Janis, rather than the “slut” she was rumored to be, would graduate from Thomas Jefferson High a virgin. But the whispers and nasty comments eventually led her to give up any attempt to make her case with her classmates.

By the end of eleventh grade, “she just seemed to want to alienate everybody,” Karleen observed. “Before that, she tried to conform. And then one day: ‘That’s it! You can like me for what I am, or there is nothing I can do about it.’ ” Her neighbor and former playmate Roger Pryor recalled, “She was hanging out with pseudo-intellectuals, who didn’t fit in with other people. They would sit around and intellectualize about things that didn’t matter and you couldn’t control—really esoteric things about solving the world’s problems. They liked being a group that no one wanted to be around… cutting her adrift socially from people she had known and liked before.” Pryor, content with the status quo, counted himself among the latter: “I remember Janis wanting to sit there and talk.… I was busy in the garage, doing something. I made some comment, and she said, ‘What’s wrong? Don’t you want to sit and intellectualize?’ I said, ‘No, I don’t. What’s the merit?’ ”

Though Janis spent most of her time with the rebel boys who were graduating that spring, none of them invited her to the senior prom. She would never forget the pain and loneliness of her exclusion. Still, she’d laugh it off when hanging with the guys, who treated her like one of them, even discussing their attempts to pick up girls. “That’s what we talked about all the time,” Lyons recalled, “about the problems of getting laid. I assume she wanted to get laid too.” He recounted once “having a moment with Janis in somebody’s backyard. We were talking, and I felt a very strong tenderness toward her. It wasn’t exactly a romantic moment; we weren’t necking. Yet it was erotic and poetic, a little soul-charming time.” He later wrote a poem, “To J.J.,” inspired by the experience.

Janis’s 1959 high school annual and scrapbook document how her status had devolved over the year: early on, attendance at the Student Body Congress officers’ inaugural ceremony, pep rallies, and clubs, with her picture included in many group shots. A variety of male and female students penned inscriptions in her Yellow Jacket yearbook. “Dee Dee” wrote: “When I first heard of you my opinion of you wasn’t so good but now I must admit that you are a good kid.” Billy McDuffie signed it to “the best hunk ’o junk.” One boy thanked her for helping him with his homework.

The most biting comments came, again, from Karleen Bennett, whose commentary was perhaps meant to mock both Janis’s own insecurities and those who scorned her, alluding for good measure to Janis’s still-intact virginity: “Even if I can’t call you all the names everybody else does, I’m thinking them.… You know what you are, so I don’t have to tell you.… Well, I know what you are—even if everybody else thinks you’re the opposite.… (no, I won’t get in the back of anybody’s car with you).” Her final lines could well have wounded self-conscious sixteen-year-old Janis: “You have the biggest nose & the littlest beadiest most close-set eyes of anyone in T.J. Funny, your rear end is also the biggest. Too bad the rest of you doesn’t match all your shorts and tight skirts!”
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