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Preface


While the original intention of this book was to provide a comprehensive overview of Texan psychedelic music from the 1960s to the present day, I soon realized that it would have to be at least three times as long in order to accomplish this feat. What started out looking like a very narrow and specific geographical subgenre soon proved almost limitless in its scope. It became clear instead that I would need to focus almost entirely on the music of the late 1960s and very early seventies, and as a result there is only the barest mention, if that, of major Texan psychedelic bands of the post-punk era such as the Butthole Surfers, ST37, Charalambides, Bedhead, Tripping Daisy, Lift To Experience, And You Will Know Us By The Trail Of Our Dead, the Mars Volta, Indian Jewelry and so on herein.


In addition to being forced to exclude most post-1973 artists I have also ignored scores of great Texan garage bands and onesingle wonders, a swathe of artists that constitutes a whole sub-subgenre in itself. There has also proved no room to cover important groups such as Kenny and the Kasuals and the American Blues from Dallas, Mouse and the Traps from Tyler, Leviathan, Iota and Wailing Wall from El Paso, Space Opera from Fort Worth, Houston’s own Josefus and Christopher and many, many others. Maybe next time.


What A Gathering of Promises actually developed into is the story of an inter-related family of 1960s-era bands from East Texas; specifically Austin, Houston, San Antonio and Corpus Christi, with the incomparable 13th Floor Elevators at their center. Their collective experience reflects the social and political changes that the whole of America was going through during that turbulent period, and the way that these changes manifested in a Texan context particularly. Although the bands concerned cannot be considered a movement as such, with common aims, objectives, philosophies and viewpoints, nevertheless they were all aware of each other, often played together, dropped acid together and ultimately perceived a similar vision of unbridled possibilities, though even within the same band the exact nature of that vision was often hotly disputed.


The 13th Floor Elevators, Janis Joplin, the Red Crayola, Bubble Puppy, the Moving Sidewalks, the Golden Dawn, the Lost and Found, the Zakary Thaks, Fever Tree, the Children, the Conqueroo, Shiva’s Headband, the Wig, Endle St Cloud, Euphoria and Cold Sun are all united by a shared history and lived experience. That is the subject of this book. These artists embarked on a disparate but connected gnostic odyssey from which some of them never returned, while others faded back into the obscurity from whence they came. Decades later, their music is now known and respected around the world and has directly influenced hundreds of younger bands, some of whom have enjoyed far greater material success than the originators. Meanwhile the Texan pioneers have suffered rip-offs, casualties, legal persecution, tragedy, madness and early death beyond even the usual notorious standards of the 1960s music industry. Hence, a Gathering of Promises; a remarkable coming together of huge talent and artistic vision in a specific and frequently hostile time and place, a great flowering that was nipped in the bud and cut short by circumstances, only to be eventually rediscovered by future generations of music enthusiasts.


It goes without saying that this book is by no means an exhaustive account of this scene. It is merely an attempt to provide a historical framework, an initial narrative to which others may care to add further color or corrections. The record reviews worked into the text should also be taken as only my own personal opinion regarding the relative merits, significance and meaning of the songs and albums discussed. Their main purpose is to send you back to the records themselves, to listen again and make up your own mind. I hope that this book is a beginning, rather than an end.
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Introduction


On an outdoor stage on the banks of the Colorado River, a 63-year-old man is leading his band through a set of churning, rhythmic, hard-edged blues rock. His grey hair cut short and neat, George Emerson Kinney looks every inch the respectable Texas rancher, dressed smart but casual in pressed blue jeans and white shirt. Yet something in the intensity of his performance gives him away. With the sun starting to set behind him, he lets his electric guitar swing round onto his hip and clutches the microphone stand fiercely with both hands. “There comes a time of starvation, and it is true,” he howls. “If you believe in elevation it will happen to you.”


George Kinney has endured the time of starvation, in terms of appreciation and recognition at least. He wrote and first sang this song, Starvation, with his band the Golden Dawn some 47 years ago, long before many in the audience at this, the 2014 Austin Psych Fest, had even been born. Yet it is also true to say that Kinney never stopped believing in elevation; that is, the potential of the entire human race to ascend to a higher level of psychic understanding and spiritual evolution, a belief that inspired both the name and the songs of the Golden Dawn when they formed in Austin in 1967. It was a belief that the Golden Dawn shared with their close comrades, the 13th Floor Elevators (whom Kinney is of course also acknowledging in the lyric), and it would appear that in the 21st Century, long after the original incarnations of both bands disintegrated under pressure and recrimination, things are indeed finally happening, both for them and for many of their psychedelic Texan contemporaries.


The seventh annual Austin Psych Fest is the largest yet, with over 6000 people from all over the world filling the campsite and attending the three-day event, as well as enjoying pre-festival warm-up events in Austin’s clubs and bars. The music line-up is as international as the audience, with a broad definition of psychedelic music taking in acts from across North and South America, Europe, Africa, Australia and Japan. In 2014, the festival’s superlative reputation attracted the Brian Jonestown Massacre, the Dandy Warhols, Acid Mothers Temple, Loop, the Horrors, Lorelle Meets The Obsolete, Jacco Gardner, Unknown Mortal Orchestra, Terakraft and more than 80 other artists including co-organizers the Black Angels, who more than any other band revived Austin’s reputation as a center for psychedelic rock in the 21st Century. The festival also drew music journalists from all over the globe, and reportedly Hedi Slimane, creative director of fashion house Saint Laurent, diligently photographing audience and bands alike while researching his firm’s latest line, 2014’s ‘Psych Rock’ collection.


On the surface it might seem surprising that the upsurge in interest in psychedelic music, new and old, should be focused not on San Francisco or London or even Berlin (with the concurrent and related krautrock revival), but Austin, Texas. Yet the location of the world’s premiere psych festival is no accident, and the organizers, the bands and the audience are all well aware of the city’s rich and noble psychedelic history. What some may be less aware of is the extent to which the Austin establishment of the 1960s despised and persecuted pioneering psychedelic bands like the 13th Floor Elevators and the Golden Dawn, and how by the beginning of the 1970s the Texan psychedelic scene was considered dead and buried, an embarrassment to those who were a part of it, and a flash in the pan misfire before the era of progressive outlaw country that first put Austin on the map, and established its reputation as “the live music capital of the world.” For decades it was Willy Nelson, not Roky Erickson, who was the beloved face of the Austin music scene.


“If the Black Angels could go back in time, they couldn’t get a gig to save their lives!” laughs Billy Miller, a 13th Floor Elevators fan from the mid-sixties on. “They’d probably get run out of town on a rail by the music scene itself. So things have really changed; they are the music scene there now, and I’m glad to see it.”


Though all native Texans, the Black Angels deliberately moved to Austin in order to start a psychedelic rock band, attracted as much by the city’s heritage as by its reputation as a major contemporary music center. “When we first started there weren’t tons of people doing that kind of sound,” recalls singer Alex Maas. “You can’t really touch the 13th Floor Elevators. You can get close; I hear a lot of bands now that I’m like, man, that really sounds like the 13th Floor Elevators, it’s really good. But it’s like saying someone’s as good as the Beatles, you know, it’s not ever going to happen.”


When they co-founded the Reverberation Appreciation Society, the Black Angels began their transition into arguably the most important, powerful and influential band on the Austin scene. Set up to promote shows and release records by like-minded acts, the Society organizes not only the Austin Psych Fest but similar events around the world.


“The Reverberation Appreciation Society is me, Rob Fitzpatrick, Christian Bland and Oswald James,” says Maas. “We started this organization and gave it this weird long name to do stuff like the festival, and we wanted to be able to help our friends if they didn’t have an outlet for their music. We’ve met tons of great musicians over the course of our career, and tons that just don’t have an outlet, and that was kind of why the society was created. It was to keep the music going, the music that we believed in. So we’ll help them find outlets, whether it be stores that will sell their music or a presence online, or just developing the sound of a band.”


This helping hand would also soon extend to the older bands that influenced the Black Angels, like the 13th Floor Elevators and the Golden Dawn. “It only makes sense and it’s only fair to give back to that community and that ball of energy that we were inspired from originally. Whether that be Roky Erickson or the Seeds or the Moving Sidewalks or Simeon from the Silver Apples.”


Maas also has his own theories about why Texas was such a nexus for first generation psychedelic rock music. “It seems like with any action there’s always an equal and opposite reaction,” he says. “So if you have a conservative culture you will have a very liberal underground, whether it’s powerful or whether it’s modest in its approach to how it wants to grow. Austin’s always been a kind of liberal town, and I think the conservative culture in Texas has naturally bred this interesting art escape, this opposite effect to escape from that.”


Initially however the establishment response to the appearance of drugs, long hair, youth rebellion and talk of peace and love in Austin was far from liberal. The psychedelic freaks in Texas had to fight much harder just to survive than their brethren in California, London or New York, and this is perhaps what gives Texan psychedelia its distinctive punk edge. Unlike many of the Californian bands to whom the term was first applied, like the Grateful Dead or Jefferson Airplane, psychedelic rock out of Texas is characterized by an aggressive urgency and desperation that has actually helped it to age far better than its more mellow West Coast equivalent.


Christian conservatism and repressive drug laws were countered by a strong belief in the freedom of the individual and a frontier spirit that could apply to mind expansion as much as lighting out for open land. There is much to be said though for the big skies and the sense of space to be found in the Texan desert and hill country, not to mention the visionary qualities of the native peyote plant, used as a shamanic sacrament by generations of native tribes and curious adepts. The active compound in peyote is mescaline, referred to as “Texas Medicine” by Bob Dylan; mescaline was also the drug taken by Aldous Huxley in his celebrated account The Doors of Perception, and was used by notorious occultist Aleister Crowley in his proto-psychedelic Rites of Eleusis performance of 1910. Though LSD became as popular in Texas as anywhere else, an initial grounding in natural psychedelics like peyote helped distinguish the Texan scene from its Californian equivalent, as George Kinney points out.


“LSD can be a very helpful psychedelic experience, but when all is said and done it is an artificial substance,” he says. “When one starts to really get ‘high’ in the psychedelic sense, one begins to distrust such contrived substances. Psilocybin mushrooms and peyote are natural plants and have a long tradition of being used to enhance the awareness of humans. There is a sense of authority and security in ingesting these medicinal plants that is absent from taking LSD. The result is an experience that is both transcendent and natural simultaneously. One can experience the divine aspects of one’s nature and still remained meaningfully connected to Mother Nature. The outlook and behavior, especially the music, expressed this distinction. That’s why even the most psychedelic voyagers from Texas remained so down home. The main benefit, to me, of psychedelic music was to combine the transcendent elements of intellectual thought with a very physically moving rhythm and sound.


“Texas itself is a very powerful geographic location. The land and the history there is very unique. Texas used to be its own nation and the fierce independence of the citizens is a tangible ambience that pervades all areas of social and community life.”


That “fierce independence” is crucial. Despite the often draconian enforcement of law and order, Texan mythology has also always idealized the rebel, the outlaw and the hard-bitten underdog fighting against the greater power. Nowhere is this last case more obviously exemplified than in the Battle of the Alamo, surely the most powerful archetype and central myth in the collective Texan psyche. Perhaps the brave heroes of the Texas Revolution, who died defending the Alamo Mission in San Antonio against impossible odds, set a precedent that Texas’s 1960s psychedelic revolutionaries were already unconsciously following. And if Lubbock’s martyred icon of early rock ’n’ roll, Buddy Holly, had already captured the essence of the psychedelic experience in his song Slippin’ and Slidin’ (as Jason Pierce of Spiritualized has suggested), then perhaps his El Paso contemporary Bobby Fuller had already written the whole story of Texan rock, psychedelic or otherwise, when he penned his classic I Fought The Law (And The Law Won), shortly before his own premature and still-mysterious demise.


Certainly, Texas’s outlaw tradition and proximity to the Mexican border gave it a certain primacy in the American marijuana trade, which in turn meant that Texans had a greater connection and interaction with their fellow heads on both coasts that did any other southern state. Unlike in New York and San Francisco though, Texan psychedelia developed from first principles, and in this sense was truly gnostic, stemming from direct personal experience of acid and peyote rather than being filtered through the media or fashion. Also, Texan psychedelic bands were under far less pressure to temper their vision and make it commercial; being so far from the major centers of the music industry, chances are they were never going to make it anyway. Almost all of the records discussed in this book were released on small local independent labels, that didn’t have a clue about this strange new music, but the kids seemed to dig it so what the hell, they thought, let’s put it out anyway and hope it will sell.


And ultimately perhaps, the simple truth is that Texans just don’t do things by half measures. If they’re going to rock, they’re going to rock hard; if they’re going to drop acid, they might just take enough acid to kill a buffalo. And if they’re going to make weird and freaky music, then it’s going to be the weirdest and freakiest music you ever heard in your life. Enjoy.





PART I
RIGHT TRACK NOW




Chapter 1


When 18-year-old Rayward Powell St John arrived in Austin in the fall of 1959 as a freshman at the University of Texas, the city was almost unrecognizable from the high-tech metropolis it would one day become. The computing and dot com boom that would transform Austin’s fortunes during the eighties and nineties was still the stuff of pulp science fiction, and the city that would come to describe itself as “the live music capital of the world” was still a relatively quiet, conservative community with a population of roughly 180,000; 20,000 of which were students.


“Austin was a beautiful city, a big town,” Powell remembers. “And I was right in the middle of it, enrolled in a major university and living on my own. The living on my own part was the best part of all.”


Powell St John had been born in nearby Houston in 1940, but had grown up in Laredo, close to the Mexican border. His father had owned a farm, and his earliest memories were of exploring the territory, roaming in the desert and along the banks of the Rio Grande River. When Powell was ten years old his father sold the farm and returned to his original career of teaching; the family moved to town, and Powell began attending Laredo’s Martin High School, where his father now taught English and Algebra.


While some high schools gain prestige for their academic scores and others are known for the success of their sports teams, Martin’s claim to fame was its first-rate school band, and potential players were recruited early. Although he had no experience as a musician, and didn’t come from a particularly musical family, Powell had grown up avidly listening to the country music played constantly on the radio in rural Texas during the 1940s: Bob Wills and his Texas Playboys, Kitty Wells, Ernest Tubb and Hank Williams, whose 78 single Jambalaya was the first record he owned. Once he’d got used to living in town the idea of playing music himself began to appeal, and when the Martin band director came to his grade school with a selection of instruments for the kids to try out on, Powell immediately put himself forward, settling on the flute. After about a year in the Martin school band however, Powell was forced to give up his first instrument when he began to suffer from horrendous ear infections that left him writhing on the floor, screaming in agony. It was discovered that he had unusually large Eustachian tubes, and doctors theorized that playing the flute was actually blasting the infection out of his throat and up into his ears. Powell quit the school band and the flute, but he was determined to keep on playing music.


Given his condition and the doctors’ diagnosis, it’s perhaps unusual that Powell selected another wind instrument to replace the flute, but it was one that would remain his axe of choice throughout his life; the harmonica. He bought his first harp from the Laredo Woolworth’s, having spotted it in the shop window on the way back from the Saturday morning picture show. On the back seat of the bus home, he mastered the Stephen Foster tune Uncle Ned, and with no apparent aggravation to his ears either, although those of the other passengers may not have been so lucky.


Powell soon convinced his parents to upgrade his dime store mouth organ for a chromatic harmonica that had all the notes on it, and set to learning his chops with a vengeance. But there were few accessible influences or inspirations for a lonely young harmonica player to turn to; on the radio, his role models were more or less limited to ensemble players the Harmonicats, or the likes of John Sebastian (father of the future folk-rocker and singer-songwriter of the same name, himself no mean blues harpist) and Larry Adler, who played backed by a full symphony orchestra. Powell turned instead to jazz musicians for ideas, gamely attempting to apply to his harmonica the innovations that players like Sidney Bechet and Coleman Hawkins were bringing to the saxophone. Unaware at the time of pioneering blues harmonica players like Sonny Boy Williamson II and Little Walter, Powell mostly resigned himself to simply wandering around his backyard, blowing Ruby to accompany his dreams.


Powell had no thought of becoming a musician when he first arrived in Austin; enrolled in the Art Department and the Reserve Officers’ Training Corps, he had vague hopes of becoming a painter or of pursuing a career in the army. But although Austin was still relatively small, compared to Laredo it seemed like the big city, and Powell soon found that his horizons were being widened by life at the University of Texas, generally known as UT.


“Laredo was a border town of about 6500, known as the Gateway to Mexico,” he says. “Coming from that environment I was very callow and clueless. Austin seemed big to me then.”


Austin of course was also the state capital, and as such was a hotbed of lawyers, politicians and campaigners, best captured in local author Billy Lee Brammer’s classic 1961 novel, The Gay Place. One of the first radicalizing influences on Powell was the student Civil Rights movement, or more specifically, the staunch resistance it encountered from the authorities and the establishment.


“For my part I was very naïve, and coming from a community where I was a member of a minority group the correctness of the Civil Rights Movement seemed like a no-brainer,” he says. “Therefore I was taken aback by the controversy swirling around the issue. That was my introduction to Austin conservatism, and it was an eye opener.”


Although UT was one of the first southern universities to admit blacks, albeit as recently as 1956, in 1960 its dorms were still segregated, and its 200 African-American students were excluded from varsity athletics, drama productions, student employment and the University Long Horn Band, among other activities. Powell would soon realize that this casually institutionalized racism was typical of a pervading atmosphere of repressive conservatism and paranoia.


“While I felt free and liberated, the town was a very conservative place,” he says. “The University tried to make up for the lack of parental control by providing a strongly paternal atmosphere and closely monitoring the activities of the student body.” According to Powell, the University’s conservatism was at least partly down to its reliance on certain Dallas billionaires for endowments. “They were very concerned about the Civil Rights Movement for one thing, lest it be a destabilizing influence. And when drugs came to Austin the reaction of the authorities was nothing short of hysterical, and the tension ratcheted up dramatically.”


Nevertheless, Austin’s reputation as a beacon of free-thinking liberalism compared to the rest of Texas was already in existence, though at this stage it was based on a small minority of left-wing students, artists, folk musicians and bohemian holdovers from a previous era. “UT was a major university and there were forward-thinking individuals and cutting edge work going on there,” Powell admits. “It seemed to me that there was a tension between new attitudes, social movements and outside ideas, and the conventional and conservative ideas of the establishment.”


Powell’s introduction to Austin’s limited counter-culture came via Ramsey Wiggins, his roommate when he was finally able to live off campus at the beginning of his second year. Up to this point Powell had been working hard and trying to fit in, but had remained socially isolated; Ramsey was an equally scholarly young man, but also a member of the Austin Unitarian Youth Group. He began inviting Powell to some of the group’s social functions and parties.


Unlikely as it may seem, Austin’s Unitarian Youth Group were considered by some to be the hip kids in town. They were young intellectuals and aesthetes with strongly held left-wing beliefs, the sons and daughters of liberal Democrats and veterans of the Labor Movement who had been brought up to believe in peace, social justice and equality. They also held a passion for art and music, and folk music in particular.


At the very beginning of the 1960s, the folk music revival, which would soon claim Bob Dylan as its Messiah and then its Judas, was in full hootenanny swing. It had yet to really penetrate the mainstream however, and remained largely the preserve of the socially-concerned, college-educated elite. While their younger brothers and sisters were listening to Elvis Presley, Little Richard and Buddy Holly, these liberal folkniks upheld a sometimes spurious but always well-meant cult of authenticity, and sought out the unsung originators of the blues and folk music the more celebrated rock ’n’ rollers expanded upon, or commercially exploited and diluted, depending on your point of view. The more committed and thoughtful would also risk their educations, careers and in many cases their lives to support the African-American struggle for equal rights, as well as workers’ rights and the peace movement. They spoke out against the spiraling nuclear arms race, were environmentally concerned, and were generally the originators of what would become known as the 1960s counter-culture. For these young people folk music was inextricably bound up with notions of political struggle and the voices of oppressed people around the world, and Texas and the other southern states were on the front-line of the battle for Civil Rights. Though already an instinctive egalitarian, Powell was relieved of much of his small-town naivety by the Unitarians and their liberal allies.


“These people showed me a lot about life, and the way things work in the real world,” he recalled to the website It’s Psychedelic Baby in 2011. “Whereas a year before I had been a spit and polish ROTC cadet passing in review every Thursday, I was now marching in a protest line trying to bring racial integration to the movie houses just across the street from the UT campus.” As a result of the protests, the State and Paramount movie theaters both agreed to integrate in September 1961, and University housing was finally integrated in 1964. However, as late as the fall of 1963 Austin’s 24,413 African-American residents were still barred from over half of the city’s white-owned restaurants, hotels, motels, business schools and bowling alleys, and discrimination in housing and employment was sadly commonplace.


Simultaneous with Powell’s political awakening was his introduction to folk music. Ramsey Wiggins’ teenage younger brother, Lanny, was an accomplished singer, guitarist and banjo player, who scoffed when Powell told him that he didn’t know any folk songs. “Do you know The Ballad of Jesse James?” he asked, almost rhetorically as the song was a part of most every Texan childhood. “Sure,” said Powell, for whom it also held a special personal resonance, as he was brought up with the cherished and oft-repeated legend that his family was actually related to the famous outlaw. “Well, that’s folk music,” Lanny replied, and began playing the song, encouraging Powell to join in on harmonica. Powell had found his métier, and the two became a folk duo: the Waller Creek Boys.


The Waller Creek Boys were named after an urban watershed that meanders through downtown Austin and makes its way towards the university, becoming an area of shady, wooded parkland where students would traditionally gather to relax before or after classes. In 1969 it would be the scene of violent confrontation between student protesters and the authorities, when 40 trees were cut down to make way for an expansion of the University Football Stadium, and later fell into disrepair. In 1961 however the name still evoked a laid-back, urban-pastoral vibe, and associated the duo with a particular social scene among the students.


The Waller Creek Boys performed at student parties, summer picnics and anywhere that people were prepared to listen; one regular haunt was the weekly Folk Sing held every Wednesday evening in the UT Student Union, organized by Stephanie Chernikowski. Starting in early 1962, this was an informal gathering where anyone could get up and sing or play a song to their peers. Though small and unambitious to begin with, the Folk Sing would prove a vital cultural catalyst, and as the folk scene became increasingly hip and received attention in the mainstream press attendance snowballed. Starting with an initial group of a dozen or so amateur musicians, at its peak the Folk Sing would see nearly a hundred music fans and general nonconformists, including many younger kids who were members of the Folk Music Club at Austin High School, crammed into the student cafeteria, known as the Chuck Wagon. A more selective and low-key hangout was the backyard of a rundown apartment complex where a number of older artists, musicians and leftover beatniks lived, a building that Powell soon nicknamed the Ghetto.


The Ghetto was former officers’ quarters, built during World War II and, like many such buildings, sold to the public once the war was over. A two-story structure that had been converted into apartments, it was located at the end of a gravel drive somewhat off the street and behind another house, hence its unconventional address: 2812 ½ Nueces Street. Through the late fifties and into the sixties, this building was home to a collection of poets, writers and artists who made up Austin’s somewhat belated Beat Generation.


“Let me stress, these were not sumptuous accommodations,” says Powell, who says that when he later moved into the building he paid sixty dollars a month, utilities included; cheap even for 1962 (other accounts put the monthly rent as low as thirty dollars). Because of both the low rent and the privacy afforded by being off the street, the building attracted individuals from throughout Austin’s small but active bohemian community, and a younger crowd soon moved in as the beats moved on. It also became a place where like-minded spirits knew they could hang out and socialize without being threatened or ostracized by the straight majority.


“It was an island of hipness in a sea of conformity,” Powell remembers. “Being poor and feeling marginalized and underappreciated by the dominant paradigm, we tended to hang together, fearing that if we didn’t we would hang separately. For that reason the place was called the Ghetto, in reference to the Warsaw Ghetto where another group of people had been brutalized.”


Though the Austin authorities were convinced that the Ghetto was a viper’s nest of subversive intentions, in reality it was just a rundown party space, where individuals of a liberal and pacifist bent would gather to drink beer and play music. There were two apartments on the ground floor and three above, one of which was a small studio apartment over a garage. This was taken by the first of Powell’s circle to move into the building, long before he gave it its distinctive nickname; a musician named John Clay.


Though not widely known, Clay was a hugely influential figure in the early Austin music scene. A singer-songwriter and banjo player, he was often known as John the Dishwasher, from his job at a North Austin coffee house. Long and lean with close-cropped blonde hair, Clay was also a Linguistics student and a familiar sight around the UT campus, always dressed in blue jeans and a white t-shirt (before such a look became the unremarkable norm) and carrying a banjo.


“The first time I became aware of John was one day when I was in line at the cafeteria in the UT Student Union,” Powell recalls. “A rather unusual individual was in line behind me, pushing a food tray with one hand and clutching a banjo with the other. It was early for dinner and some of the dinner offerings had not yet emerged from the kitchen. As we approached the cashiers’ station and I was paying for my food this person leaned over and addressed the lady taking the money. Stabbing with his finger, gesticulating and struggling to form his question and get the words out he said, ‘How, how, how long for the hamburger?’ That was my first experience of John Clay.”


Clay’s stammer mirrored a corresponding lack of physical co-ordination, which hampered his banjo playing and made many see him as a gawky clown. The banjo was not taken seriously as an instrument anyway, unless one could play with showboating, rapid-fire dexterity like Earl Scruggs. “Many times when he would attempt to play a song he would get into it about halfway then make a mistake and stop,” Powell remembers of Clay. “He would then start the song again from the beginning. As one can imagine, this made it very frustrating for an audience to listen to John’s performances.”


Clay’s major gift though was as a narrative poet and songwriter, capable of crafting song lyrics that were by turns droll and amusing or thoughtful and sensitive. Many told long stories packed with historic and social detail. “I credit two individuals with giving me the idea that I could write songs,” Powell states: “John Clay and Bob Dylan.”


Dylan of course was in the ascendant nationally, his first few albums proving that it was possible to write new songs within the folk tradition, and with a unique individual voice that seemed both ancient and modern. But Clay was proof that one could be a songwriter closer to home too. “He was much further along in his study of traditional music than I was, and his study was more detailed,” Powell admits. But nevertheless, Clay’s songwriting was something that Powell could aspire to, and soon Powell’s own original compositions began appearing in the Waller Creek Boys’ sets, alongside Lanny Wiggins’ vast store of traditional material.


Alongside the Civil Rights crowd, the art students and the folk music aficionados, another group that contributed to the small but lively counter-culture in Austin at this time was centered on the alternative student magazine, the Texas Ranger. In stark contrast to the straight-laced official campus newspaper, The Daily Texan, the Texas Ranger was satirical and irreverent in its intent, and was renowned beyond the university campus, winning several national awards for best college humor magazine. The unpaid staff and hangers-on around the magazine were a hip and hard-drinking bunch who styled themselves ‘the Rangeroos,’ and included some of the future founders of the 1960s underground comix phenomenon. Artist Jack Jackson (AKA Jaxon) and writer Dave Moriarty shared an apartment above Powell St John at the Ghetto, and from 1962 the Texas Ranger was edited by a rangy 22-year-old graduate student and cartoonist named Gilbert Shelton. Shelton’s most important contribution to the magazine was the ground-breaking superhero parody Wonder Wart-Hog, which began that year and would soon gain fame and notoriety around the world. The strip’s vicious parodies and deconstructions of everything that crew-cut America held to be right and true, along with its visceral, grungy and apparently careless art style, set the tone not only for the tiny Austin underground but for the wave of street hippy and even punk culture to come.


These people were the natural audience for the Waller Creek Boys, an anti-establishment, post-beatnik social circle that valued honesty and authenticity above all else, and were quick to ridicule anything that reeked of humbug, pretension or hypocrisy. They were angry about injustice, in love with art and music, and in unqualified revolt against the bland, status seeking conformity they’d been all but smothered by all their lives. But although they had the attitude down, the Waller Creek Boys were nothing particularly special musically, as Powell would be the first to admit. All this would change however when they recruited a new singer; a first-year UT student by the name of Janis Joplin.




Chapter 2


Janis Lyn Joplin was born in Port Arthur, a Bible Belt oil town right in the south-eastern corner of Texas, close to the Louisiana border, on January 19th 1943. From the start of the forties till the end of the sixties, Port Arthur produced and exported more petroleum than anywhere else in the world. The intercoastal canal linked the town to the Gulf of Mexico, twenty miles away, and great tankers would travel inland to service the massive oil refineries where Janis’s father, Seth, worked at a packaging plant for the Texaco oil company, producing metal cans.


Janis adored her father as a secret intellectual, a quiet, gentle man whose work was hard but frustratingly unchallenging. A college-trained engineer whose inner life was nurtured by books and philosophy, he used his engineering skills to design and build home-made playground equipment for his children, but could also be withdrawn and emotionally cold, a solitary drinker who felt defeated and betrayed by life; “the Great Saturday Night Swindle,” as he described it to his daughter. By contrast Janis’s mother Dorothy was a determined, independent and strong-willed woman who dominated the Joplin household, radiating a clear sense of morality (she was a Sunday school teacher at the First Christian Church) and adhering to a rigid code of what was considered respectable and proper. To some degree this was a matter of self-preservation; both Janis’s parents had come from poor backgrounds but were upwardly mobile, and on settling in Port Arthur had just about managed to be accepted into the lower middle classes. Seth was the breadwinner, but Dorothy knew that keeping up appearances was just as important in maintaining their status as money.


Janis’s mother hadn’t always been so staid. As a young woman in the 1930s, Dorothy East had been most modern and liberated, shocking her family by cutting her hair into a bob, dressing in flapper fashion and smoking cigarettes, while frequenting dance clubs and reading Russian novels. Dorothy had also been a singer, with a soprano voice that had been promising enough to win her a scholarship to Fort Worth’s Texas Christian University. But lack of money and disillusionment with the limited teaching on offer led her to drop out and find work in a department store, eventually rising to head of her section.


Dorothy continued to sing at home and in church, and by the time Janis was about five years old it was apparent that she had inherited at least some of her mother’s talent. Dorothy bought a second-hand upright piano and taught Janis to play, singing along with her in the evenings. But Seth hated the repetitive, frustrating noise of a child learning her scales, and within a few months Dorothy underwent a thyroid operation that damaged her vocal chords and ruined her singing voice. The piano became a cruel reminder of what she had lost, and with Seth’s encouragement was swiftly sold.


An only child until she was six, when she was joined by a sister, Laura, and later her brother Michael, Janis was precocious, doted upon, and made to feel like a little star. An intelligent, creative kid who learned to read early, she made up stories and poems from day one, and also invented plays which she performed in the Joplins’ back yard with her friends. Mainly though she drew and painted, and throughout her childhood and teenage years it seemed as though art was her true vocation. Janis had a natural gift for color and composition that was nurtured and encouraged by her parents, as was pretty much everything she did early on. And although she was always somewhat timid, nervous and inward-looking, in the first decade or so of her life Janis was generally happy and well-liked; which is to say, she fitted in.


Although the oil boom had made Port Arthur the fifth largest city in Texas by the time of Janis’s birth, it was still in many ways a typical American small town of the Post-War period, where conformity and a steady adherence to the ordinary and unremarkable were the qualities prized above all else. It was a thriving center of industry, part of the ‘Golden Triangle’ along with nearby Beaumont and Orange, where the refineries burned all night, lighting up the dark sky that stretched forever across the flat, featureless plains. By day the air was filled with constant choking smog, and the rotten egg stench of sulphur.


Nevertheless, if you worked hard you could do well, which invariably meant buying a decent house with a big lawn, a couple of cars and a new TV. Port Arthur was also well-provided for in terms of schools, libraries and health care; but the amenities and cultural life one might expect from a major city remained absent. The only bookstore in town was strictly Christian, the cinemas were popcorn drive-ins, theater the tamest amateur dramatics, and music pretty much the church or a De Souza driven marching band. As for museums and art galleries, forget about it.


What Port Arthur did have however was a rowdy downtown drinking scene and red light district, with funky beer bars, gambling dens, thirty-two whorehouses and a steady stream of customers among the hard-drinking oil men and sailors on shore leave. Throughout the fifties business was taken care of by a mob family from New Orleans, who also kept the Port Arthur police department tightly in their pocket. And like the police, all of Port Arthur’s respectable citizens turned a blind eye to the sleaziness downtown, as well as the poverty and lack of opportunities in the strictly segregated black and Cajun parts of the city, which they nevertheless were forced to pass through in order to get to the lakeside beach.


It’s easy to sneer at such bourgeois collective neurosis now; indeed, the hypocrisy and injustice of the situation was absolutely clear to Janis and her friends as they entered their teenage years. But the longing to be respectable, to conform, to be clean-living and pure of heart never quite left Janis, and it’s important to realize that, for all her later rebellion, she believed in and internalized these values very early on. It didn’t take her long to break with them spectacularly, but she was torn and tormented by them throughout her entire life. Her example may have liberated millions of similarly repressed girls and boys around the world, but however natural Janis made it look, it was far from easy, and cost her dearly. Eventually of course, it cost her her life.


This extreme need to fit in and be liked became apparent when Janis began attending school, as she joined one group and society after another, volunteered at the town library, sang in the church choir, and contributed to the school literary magazine, not to mention attending regular games of bridge at the Ladies Aid Society. She joined the Glee Club, the Future Nurses of America, the Future Teachers of America, and even the Slide Rule Club. But Janis had one fatal flaw in the eyes of Port Arthur society; she was just too smart for her own good.


In a town where culture and the arts were implicitly mistrusted, creative intelligence in a child was also to be viewed with suspicion. It was fine enough so long as it meant getting good grades in her classes, which she was certainly capable of doing; not so fine when the education system failed to challenge her sufficiently, and left her bored and looking for other stimuli. Not so fine either when she started asking too many damn fool questions, or loudly sharing opinions that differed radically from the way a nice girl in 1950s Texas was supposed to think.


One example occurred when Janis was 14 years old. The hot topic of racial segregation, and the integration of black students into the white school system that was just beginning in the southern states, was raised in a Current Affairs class. While each of her classmates argued in favor of continued segregation, Janis stood up passionately for equality and justice. She was yelled down and taunted as a “nigger lover” by several of her classmates for the rest of the year. Meanwhile her teachers and her friends’ parents noted that this formerly quiet and conscientious little girl had developed into quite the troublemaker, and a potential bad influence upon her peers.


It was true enough that Janis was changing. Both physically and psychologically, she had outgrown the role of timid, studious child and was searching for a new role for herself as a teenager. Initially she withdrew into a cocoon of depression and self-consciousness, a common reaction to the sudden shameful self-awareness of adolescence. Her pretty blonde hair darkened to a workaday brown, and while Janis remained relatively flatchested the chubbiness that was considered cute when she was a little girl was now spoken of as a weight problem (though photos from this period hardly show Janis as being obese). More seriously, her skin erupted with boils, spots and acne so severe they required painful dermabrasion treatment. Everyone started saying she was ugly, and Janis stopped even trying to be pretty, at least by the Southern Belle standards of her time and place; she refused to wear make-up or style her hair, and her new look was somewhere between scruffy tomboy and a self-conscious imitation of the gum-popping ‘bad girls’ she saw on the arms of the duck-tailed thugs down at the drive-in or the 7-11.


Janis didn’t drop out to hang around with the rockers, wasters and tearaways on street corners though; she was still too smart for that, and her rebellion took a more individual form, which just made it harder for the authorities to deal with. She had a few close friends her age, fellow misfits including Jack Smith, who she’d known since Grade School, Tary Owens, and girlfriends Karleen Bennett and the slightly older Patti Skaff. But she soon took up with a small gang of boys in the school year above her, who were not so much juvenile delinquents as junior beatniks; intellectual jazz lovers and wild card bookworms whose tastes ran to the esoteric, the forbidden and the surreal.


Initially this group congregated around the incongruous institution of the Port Arthur Little Theater, run by the mother of one of the boys, Grant Lyons, where Janis volunteered as a set painter the summer after ninth grade. They were the typical bright kids who rebel against authority, which in their case took the form of driving across the state line to go bar-hopping in the freer, funkier, Cajun communities over in Louisiana; climbing bridges and water towers at night, or getting drunk on the beach while reading Kerouac’s On the Road and Allen Ginsberg’s Howl, both newly published. Among this group were the jazz-loving Jim Langdon, who played trombone in the school band, and Dave Moriarty, a hip intellectual who edited the high school paper. Both would continue to play an important part in Janis’s life beyond the confines of Thomas Jefferson High School.


In young boys, a bit of wildness was allowed, even encouraged as a healthy corrective to too much interest in books and music; it proved you weren’t no mama’s boy. But in a girl, well, that was different. What was she doing hanging round with these older guys anyway? Why the hell didn’t she take more care over her appearance, and keep her mouth shut, ‘stead of shooting off about race and freedom, and swearing and cussing like a cowboy? Janis could have had a tolerable time of it at high school by fading into the background like plain, homely girls were supposed to. But she was brought up to be the star, the center of attention; no way was the world going to push her to one side.


Instead Janis exaggerated her supposed faults, and created a cartoon character persona for herself that would develop into the hippie rock goddess of the San Francisco scene a few years down the line. Inspired by the beat characters she read about in Jack Kerouac’s books, this Janis was loud, outrageous, crazy-tough, cynical, worldly-wise and sexually experienced. Never mind that she was still a virgin, and that inside she was still withdrawn, shy, confused and often desperately sad; she became Crazy Janis, with her deliberately annoying high-pitched cackle of a laugh, crashing every party going and shouting fuck you, baby if you don’t like it.


Love her or hate her, you couldn’t ignore her, and well, most people in Port Arthur hated her. But among the few that loved her, she was still willing to do just about anything to gain acceptance. She was ready to be the butt of any joke, to clown around or just be ‘one of the boys’; whatever it took to be liked, to be noticed and to be part of what was happening.


As for sexual relationships, for a certain kind of boy Janis was certainly considered fun to have around, but that was as far as it went. Though she was labelled a slut by classmates and teachers alike, and played up to the stereotype in public, Janis was more naively innocent about sex than most of her peers, and hung onto her virginity till after she left school; longer than most of the conformist cheerleaders and potential prom queens in her year. Rumors flew that the novels she was reading, which included Lady Chatterley’s Lover and From Here to Eternity, were pornography, and the boys assumed that she was easy and slept around just because of her appearance and attitude. More than one would drunkenly hit on her after their respectable, regular girlfriends had gone home, and the stories about her just got worse and more sordid after she refused to put out.


Janis’s classmates spat at her and called her “pig”; her teachers wrote letters home to her mother, asking why Janis couldn’t be more average, more ordinary. She was getting good grades, and her artistic talent was obvious for all to see, but she was still considered shameful, disgraceful. Her mother agreed, alienated and traumatized by this apparently complete personality change in her formerly perfect daughter. She too urged Janis to be more like everyone else, and had blazing rows with her over behavior and dress.


No doubt in her way Dorothy Joplin just wanted to protect her daughter from the crushing weight of social disapproval. There was also the possibility of actual physical harm from those who disapproved of her, and the very real dangers of teenage drinking and underage sex. But it’s hard to sympathize when her parents started to regard even her painting as a sign of bohemian decadence, forbidding her to do nude studies and insisting that she concentrate on landscapes instead.


Port Arthur’s prejudices against Janis Joplin were seemingly confirmed when, a week after her seventeenth birthday, Janis snuck off to New Orleans for the weekend. She’d asked her parents for permission but they’d refused, so Janis resorted to the time-honored trick of saying she was staying over at her friend Karleen’s house, then borrowed her father’s car (she’d got her driving license aged fifteen) to make the 520-mile round trip journey to the jazz capital of the world. Accompanied by Jim Langdon and a couple of other older guys, Janis spent the Saturday night roaming around, soaking up the scene and taking in some legendary New Orleans jazz. They drove back exhausted the next morning, but their car broke down following a minor collision with a stationary vehicle. They were picked up by the cops, who told the three older boys that technically they could be charged under the Mann Act with transporting a minor across a state line, implying statutory rape. There had been no sexual element to the escapade at all, but you wouldn’t have known from the gossip that was all over Port Arthur by lunchtime. If any conformation were needed that Janis was a whore, this was it, case closed.


It was around this same time that Janis first discovered that she could sing. As in Austin, the folk music revival had hit Port Arthur, and the hip kids moved on from modern jazz to listening to and collecting folk records. Janis was no exception, and she began singing along with her discs using her remarkable skill as a mimic, previously employed solely for comic effect. Once she’d mastered the earthy growl of Odetta she moved on to the high, pure tones of Jean Ritchie, then practiced switching between the two.


Janis tried out her Odetta voice at a party, showing up the other kids in their poor attempts at one of her songs. She excitedly called Jim Langdon the next day, telling him she’d suddenly discovered she could sing. Langdon wasn’t particularly impressed; he was the serious musician, while Janis’s role in the gang was as the resident painter. Indeed, Janis still showed no overt musical ambition; she sang drunkenly along with the others and sometimes used her Odetta voice, but her paintings were the main thing. And on graduating from Thomas Jefferson High in the spring of 1960 she immediately enrolled as an art student, at Lamar State College of Technology in nearby Beaumont.


Lamar though turned out to be little better than high school; in fact, it was almost the same as high school, being just one town over and suffused with the same provincial attitudes. Many of the same kids who had tormented her at Thomas Jefferson had also gone on to Lamar and were found waiting, giggling and gossiping, right there in the Student Union. However she was also reunited with Jim Langdon, Tary Owens and Jack Smith, and Lamar had some positive experiences for her, though they had little to do with her coursework at what was essentially a vocational technical college, not an art school. She dropped out after the first semester, and struck a deal to take typing and keypunch operating courses at Port Arthur Business College, where her mother now worked as a registrar. Once she’d passed her secretarial exam, in the summer of 1961, she was to be allowed to move to Los Angeles, under the watchful eye of her mother’s two sisters, Mimi and Barbara.


Living with conventional Mimi first, and then with the more liberated Barbara, Janis soon found a job as a telephone keypunch operator and moved into her own place, a slum apartment on Venice Beach. Venice was then still notorious as LA’s beatnik district, but its fifties glory days were long past and it was now part squalid drug ghetto, part tourist trap. Nevertheless, Janis loved the relaxed, racially-integrated atmosphere, hanging out with poets, artists and musicians and even singing occasionally at the still-hip Gas House café. She also had her first serious sexual experiences with partners of both sexes. But after a few months Janis decided to do the whole beat trip and hitch-hike the 400 miles to North Beach, San Francisco, where she hung around the famous City Lights bookstore and met its legendary proprietor, the beat poet and publisher Lawrence Ferlinghetti.


Janis returned to Port Arthur and her parents’ home in time for Christmas, and on New Year’s Eve Jim Langdon took her to a private jazz club in Beaumont, where Janis sat in with the band for one number. The musicians weren’t keen on her raucous, Bessie Smith-influenced performance, and the audience response was pretty lukewarm too. But Janis continued to sing in public, and through the early part of 1962 made several open mic appearances at Beaumont’s Halfway House and Houston’s Purple Onion, and even demo-ed a radio jingle for a local bank, though her vocal was never used.


In what would become a familiar pattern of rebellious excess followed by a chastened regression to the norm, Janis re-enrolled at Lamar and worked part-time as a bowling alley waitress. Living at home with her parents again, she tried her best to meet them halfway, dressing relatively conservatively and attending church. But her evenings were often spent drinking on the beach with Jack Smith, moving from beer to Thunderbird wine and then on to Bourbon. As she drank, Janis would confide her struggle to be feminine and good and to control the wild demon within. But pretty soon the wild demon would win out again, and what remained of the old gang resumed their mad drives across the state line into Louisiana.


As well as blues and Cajun dance bands, the bars in Louisiana had liquor licenses, whereas in the Golden Triangle it was strictly beer only. Furthermore the legal drinking age was 18, compared to 21 in Texas. Janis would flirt with the roughnecks in the dodgiest dive bars, leading them on and getting them to buy her drinks all night, before splitting suddenly with her Texan friends, including Patti Skaff, Jack Smith and Jim Langdon; they’d claim it took four or five of them to make sure they got out alive.


It was after one such rout in a Louisiana bar that, driving back, the gang overshot Beaumont and Port Arthur completely, and carried on through Texas until, at 5.30 in the morning, they hit Austin. To be precise, they hit the Ghetto, and bundled into the fag end of a typical weekend party. Dave Moriarty was already living and studying there, and Jack Smith had visited and had talked up the city, or the campus scene anyway, as a bohemian promised land, full of kids like them who, you know, read books and listened to folk music; all the things that were decidedly beyond the pale in Port Arthur. Her expectations raised, Janis walked in, and was confronted by John Clay, sat on top of the fridge with a bottle of wine between his legs, singing and playing the banjo. Janis clapped her hands in excitement.


“I love it!” she cried. “I’m going to stay!”




Chapter 3


Powell St John was sat in the Chuck Wagon, nursing a lunchtime coffee and thinking about life, when he saw his friend and fellow art student, Tommy Stopher, walk into the cafeteria. It was fall, 1962, and the start of a new college year; Powell’s fourth at UT. He had not seen Tommy Stopher for a while, but at that moment he was more struck by the young woman at Tommy’s side. She was wearing a form-fitting black dress, with long, lank hair hanging way down her back. She was also barefoot and, to Powell’s mind, extremely attractive. He was glad when Tommy immediately came over; Powell got to his feet and waited attentively to be introduced.


“Powell, I’d like you to meet Janis. She’s a friend of mine from Port Arthur, and a vocalist of great talent.” Now Powell was both attracted and intrigued; before he’d even heard her sing a note, he was planning a way to get Janis to join up with the Waller Creek Boys. They were already pretty popular on campus, playing at the Wednesday night folk sings right there in the Chuck Wagon, as well as at informal get-togethers at the Ghetto and other places. But a girl singer like Janis could increase their appeal no end. Especially if, as Tommy Stopher suggested, her voice was even halfway decent.


Janis had also enrolled as an art student at UT, persuading her parents to give her one last chance at getting her act together. From 1960 onwards, every freak in Texas had begun heading to Austin, attracted by the promise of a bohemian sanctuary where like-minded souls read and discussed books, and lived and breathed music. Sure, the freaks were still massively outnumbered by the straights; even on the university campus, there were maybe only a couple of hundred free-thinking liberals who could loosely be termed hip, in amongst 20,000 or so squares in their black leather loafers and crew cuts, and elaborate ‘bubblehead’ hairdos for the girls who for the most part still dressed like their mothers. But a couple of hundred in Austin was a darn sight better than twenty or so in Beaumont, or a dozen at best in Port Arthur.


Most of those Port Arthur hipsters had also shipped out to Austin, while Tommy Stopher and his brother Henry, known to all and sundry as Wali, both hailed from Beaumont; Janis had known them when she was studying at Lamar. They actually had an apartment at the Ghetto, as did other members of Janis’s old gang; Dave Moriarty, Tary Owens and Jack Smith. Janis herself was prevented from moving into the building by the university regulations requiring first-year students to live on campus, especially female ones. Nevertheless, the bohemian warren and crash pad was her natural home from home, and the place where she would spend most of the rest of the year - drinking, smoking, arguing, enthusing, balling and, eventually, making music.


Fellow student Clementine Tausch recalled the first time she heard Janis sing. “She dragged a reel to reel tape recorder into one of the Ghetto apartments and asked all of us there to listen to it,” she recalled to Psych Trail Mix fanzine. “She insisted on leaving the building while we listened, and warned us that we had better tell her the truth about her voice; no matter how harsh, she wanted to hear what we thought.”


Clementine had enrolled as an Education major in 1961, at the grand old age of 22, and was already a divorcee with two young children. She knew a fair bit more about real life than most of the young kids at UT, but at this stage she knew next to nothing about blues music. Janis’s tape, which featured raw, earthy renditions of a number of Bessie Smith songs, blew her away. She had never heard anything so powerful and emotional, and certainly not from a young white girl like Janis. Powell, Ramsey Wiggins and Wali Stopher, who were also present, were more familiar with this kind of music, but they were equally impressed. There was no doubt in their minds that Janis had got it; she was the real deal.


Nevertheless, Janis was still shy about singing in public. It was an odd contradiction; the persona she presented to Austin was of a loud, ballsy, hell-raising ‘jive chick’ who drank and cussed and didn’t give a damn about anyone or anything. But the insecurity and lack of self-confidence was just below the surface, and liable to break through at any moment. “Don’t shit me man; don’t tell me shit you don’t mean,” she repeated, as Clementine, Powell and the gang enthused wildly over the performance they’d just heard on her tape. Janis and Powell began a love affair, but it took over a month before he was able to convince her to sing in public with the Waller Creek Boys.


Although her first live performance in Austin was at a loose, late-night Ghetto jam session, Janis soon became an official member of the Waller Creek Boys, alongside Powell and Lanny Wiggins. They were too hip to change their name; now Janis really was just one of the boys. But she was also the undoubted star of their regular Folk Sing spots, and as Powell predicted their audience numbers swelled once Janis joined. In fact so many people were coming down that it was becoming obvious the group needed a bigger venue at which to play. That place turned out to be a working-class beer joint and country music venue in an old converted gas station on the outskirts of town, named after its larger-than-life proprietor: Threadgill’s.


Nowadays Threadgill’s is an Austin institution, a popular down-home restaurant, watering hole and live music center. But back in 1962 the original roadhouse was the city’s best-kept secret, despite having been a bar and music venue for nearly thirty years. Precious few changes had been made in that time and the gas pumps were still standing, gathering dust outside the former filling station on North Lamar Boulevard, the old Dallas Highway. The clientele hadn’t changed much either, and for years no UT student would dream of setting foot in such a place, let alone a collection of long-hairs, beards and wastrels such as the Waller Creek Boys and their following.


Some inroads into this defiantly working-class subculture were made in 1959 when a bluegrass band made up of assistant professors and graduate students began playing there regularly. Moreover, the very unspoilt authenticity that this genuine, undiluted rural country music bar promised made it irresistible to the ardent song collectors and amateur field musicologists of the Ghetto, Powell St John among them. “To me, Threadgill’s represented an opportunity to hear and maybe even play along with musicians that were playing the very type of music that interested me the most,” he says. In fact, Powell now claims that he felt more at home at Threadgill’s than anywhere else; that it provided him with the white, working-class environment he’d never had, growing up in 90% Hispanic Laredo and then finding himself isolated among the middle-class campus scene. “My parents were both from a small village in East Texas where gringos ruled,” he claims. “I often wondered what it would be like to be part of such a community. Threadgill’s gave me that community.”


It was a community watched over by the stern but mostly benevolent eye of Kenneth Threadgill himself; a silver-haired, barrel-chested tower of a man in black spectacles and a tight white apron, who kept the jukebox stacked with Jimmy Rodgers songs and nothing else. It’s fair to say that Kenneth Threadgill knew what he liked; and, thankfully, he liked the Waller Creek Boys, he liked Powell and, especially, he liked Janis Joplin. The rowdy girl with the big voice stunned the locals into appreciative silence when she sang, and Threadgill took a fatherly, protective interest in her. He and his wife both looked forward to her visits, and treated her as if she was their own daughter.


Yet as Powell’s comments above suggest, Threadgill’s was still very much a whites-only venue; no black person would even think of going to such an obviously redneck haunt. The liberal Folk Sing crowd may have marched and protested to integrate Austin’s restaurants and cinemas, but they were prepared to turn a blind eye to the segregation in their favorite authentic working-class country music bar. Powell says he never felt that Kenneth Threadgill himself was a racist, just that he was born into a prejudiced culture, and ran a business that catered to that community; and indeed, while he tolerated the long-haired liberals and folk singers once a week, it was the good ol’ boys that made his bread and butter. Racist material was still apparent among the posters and decorations on the bar walls however, and when UT music major and regular Folk Sing performer Ed Guinn, who just happened to be half black, half Mexican, asked to come down to Threadgill’s to play with the rest of the crowd, Kenneth Threadgill apparently made it clear to John Clay that his friend wouldn’t be welcome.


Ultimately, Threadgill’s wouldn’t be integrated until 1966; the man responsible was legendary Texan blues singer Mance Lipscomb, then 71 years old, who was idolized by student folk aficionados and working-class music fans alike. His reputation was such that Kenneth Threadgill was prepared to take a stand on his behalf, telling his regulars that a black man was playing there that night, and that he didn’t want any trouble. He didn’t get any.


Not only had Tommy Stopher introduced Janis to Powell St John, her first serious musical collaborator, but he was also indirectly responsible for getting her to focus all of her energies on music. Tommy was a seriously gifted painter, and it was after seeing his work that Janis decided that she was never going to be a truly great artist. She was good, but good wasn’t enough for Janis Joplin; she needed a field where she could be the best, at least among her peers. When she decided to give up on painting, that field was music.


“Janis had studied American roots music in much greater depth than I had, knew many more songs, and performed them with great power and authority,” Powell says. “Few have heard Janis sing Appalachian mountain ballads, but I’d say she was the equal of anyone performing the music at that time.” He was also impressed with how hip she seemed; she had led the beatnik life in San Francisco and LA that he had only read about and aspired to. While the Ghetto crowd considered themselves outlaws, in many ways they were fairly naïve and buttoned down. They were serious musicologists and artists whose drugs of choice remained beer and liquor, and Janis was fully capable of shocking them with her behavior.


“Janis bought to the Ghetto the first joint I ever saw,” Powell recalls. “She said it had come to her in the mail, sent by a friend in a garishly decorated envelope with stars and bomb bursts on it and an arrow pointing to one corner of the envelope with a caption reading something like ‘Hey, look inside at what’s in here!’ In those innocent days one could receive a joint in the mail like this.”

OEBPS/OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
A Gathering
of Promises

The Battle for Texas’s Psychedelic Music,
from the 13th Floor Elevators to the Black
Angels and Beyond

Ben Graham

Winchester, UK
Washington, USA





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cvi.jpg
BEN GRAHAM

A GATHERING
OF PROMISES









OEBPS/OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





