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INTRODUCTION

HE’S BEEN DEAD for decades, but he’s still causing trouble.

Jim Morrison was a mesmeric figure in the American sixties, a rebel poet and godhead in snakeskin and leather. He lived fast, died young, and left a less-than-exquisite corpse in Paris while hiding out from the law. In his prime the writers and critics went nuts trying to do his weird mojo some measure of justice. (One called him “an angel in grace and a dog in heat.”) Jim was the greatest American rock star of his era, and one of its most publicized celebrities, but—more than three decades later—his life and works have yet to yield all their secrets and enigmas.

Jim Morrison tried to set the night on fire. As lead singer of the Doors, he was an acid evangelist on a suicide mission to deprogram his generation from what he saw as a prisonlike conformity to social and sexual norms. He was a seer, an adept, a bard, a drunk, a bisexual omnivore. Jim styled his band “erotic politicians,” and relentlessly urged his huge audience—at the height of the dangerous sixties—to break on through the doors of perception, to free themselves from robotic familial conditioning, to seek a higher, more aware consciousness. Doors concerts—throbbing with war-dance rhythms and superheated intimacy—were as close to the experience of shamanic ritual as the rock audience ever got. The Doors captured the unrest and the menace that hung in the air of the late sixties like tear gas, and they did it with hypnotic cool.

In the six years between 1965 and 1971 Jim Morrison wrote a hundred songs, recorded seven platinum albums, wrote and published four editions of poems, made three films, recorded his poetry, wrote screenplays, and filled dozens of notebooks with verse and notations. He played more than two hundred concerts with the Doors. He established himself as a sex icon and the major American rock star of the sixties. He violated all of puritan America’s sexual taboos and—in a frenetic burst of political energy—even threatened the vindictive Nixon administration with his blatant invitations to protest and revolt.

Jim Morrison, as it turns out, was much more important than anyone realized at the time. Critically dismissed as a has-been Bozo/Dionysius before his death, Morrison’s poetic visions have stayed on the radio for more than thirty years, and on into the new century. They have become the classic texts of classic rock, reaching out to generations beyond the one that first understood the deepest meanings, the organic unity, and the transcendent qualities of his greatest work.

Jim Morrison was the last incarnation of that quintessential late-romantic figure, the demonically aroused poet shaking with rage at his world and his contemporaries; a prophet with terrible eyes and rigid features, clad in black leather. He was arguably the major poet to emerge from the turmoil of the legendary American sixties. Decades later, Jim Morrison has materialized as the true avatar of his age. His words are burned into the brains of three American generations—the emergency telegram of “Break On Through,” the visionary cadences of “L.A. Woman,” and the mysterious whispered verses of “Riders on the Storm.” His voice echoes on classic-rock stations from coast to coast. His image haunts dorm walls everywhere, emblazoned: JIM MORRISON / AMERICAN POET / 1943–1971. The Doors’ album sales, as of this writing, are over fifty million units, and climbing.

Today, more than thirty years after Jim Morrison died, important new revelations are emerging concerning his tumultuous life, his tragic death, and his enduring legend. And the questions about him still linger. Who was he really? Why did he destroy himself? Why was he failed by everyone who knew him?

* * *

IT WASN’T ALL great, being a rock god in the sixties. The tours were primitive and disorganized. The groupies were pretty, but they gave you herpes and the clap. The drugs and alcohol turned you into an imbecile. Your old lady slept around while you were on tour. The critics hated you when you got huge, and suddenly the press that had built you up into a deity began to tear you down. The Doors at their best were about as good as rock music ever got. At their worst, they were one of the most pretentious bands on the planet. But no one had a clearer grasp of the complexities and ironies of the age than Jim Morrison.

Living the times as he did, in full senses-deregulated consciousness, Jim understood the American sixties for what they were: an era of new religious visions, spiritual crisis, political unrest, race riots, assassinations—as well as a rare opportunity for change and reform. The decade’s promises were never fulfilled, but some of its goals—such as integration, civil rights, the “global village,” and the bringing of East and West into closer harmony—are clearly still in process. Jim Morrison hitchhiked along this psychic landscape like a killer on the road, and the Doors’ music still has the uncanny power to poison every new class of ninth graders with its dark messages and raw power. What thirteen-year-old today can play “People Are Strange” and not hear it as a postcard of comfort from beyond the grave? How many dead rock stars have an annual riot at their tomb?

IN ONE OF his unpublished spiral notebooks, sometime in 1968, Jim penned his credo in blue ink: “I contend an abiding sense of irony over all I do.”

Jim Morrison’s famous “Lizard King” persona was a joke, but it was a serious joke, a cosmic put-on. Jim’s serial evocation of the American desert and its reptilian underworld was part of his existential drive to include in the experience of life the omnipresence of impending death. In another notebook entry he wrote: “Thinking of death as the climactic point of one’s life.”

John Densmore, the Doors’ drummer, who was often frightened and bewildered by Jim Morrison’s behavior, later observed that all the other California bands of the sixties preached the raising of consciousness toward a state of enlightenment. But the Doors’ message, he wrote, had been all about “endarkenment.”

No rock singer ever sounded more like he meant it than Jim Morrison. No one else could have released a subversive, antimilitarist song like “The Unknown Soldier,” with its hellacious screams of violence and despair, amid the brutality of the Vietnam War. Alone of his generation, Jim’s power depended not just on the surge of his poetry with the blinding charisma of his amplified performances, but also on the sheer, cussed rebel energy it took to stand up to society and challenge its hypocritical, constipated moral values in a time of dangerous upheaval.

Alone of the sixties rock stars, Jim Morrison didn’t see his mission as a show. “For me, it was never an act, those so-called performances,” he said. “It was a life-and-death thing—an attempt to communicate, to involve many people at once in a private world of thought.”

Jim Morrison took the inherent dread of the American sixties and made it even crazier, more desperate. Then he made it into a joke, and Jim’s volatile essence was a rocket destined to burn out. Drugs would destroy the bravest and craziest of the rock stars. “Revelation would turn into delusion.” When his spiritual drive was exhausted, sapped by addiction, dementia, and legal battles, Jim’s body followed soon after. Jim Morrison’s tragic death at twenty-seven in 1971 was the last in the sequence of rock extinctions that began with Jim’s hero Brian Jones (at twenty-seven) in 1969, and continued with Janis Joplin and Jimi Hendrix (both also at twenty-seven) in 1970. The rock movement never recovered. The surviving heroes would carry on, new ones were born (and also would die), but the midnight hour had passed when Jim Morrison flamed out. Those whom the gods love die young.

THE THEATER IS dark and smoky. Outside, police sirens scream as the cops tear-gas the kids who can’t get in. Suddenly a white-hot light pierces the gloom and a jellied scream rips open an abyss of despair and fury. The Doors are in town tonight, and Jim Morrison is acting out his epic pathos, the lead singer as an illuminating angel from hell.

Looking beyond the lip of the stage, he sees a dark jumble of chaos and disorder as the convulsive young mob of teenagers pulses violently before him. The energy the band is putting out may be awesome, but it is nothing in comparison to what is happening down in the audience, where the chaos is not an act, and often gets much crazier than it does onstage. Jim Morrison’s experience of the concert was the inverse of the audience’s, in the nightly scenes of mass rapture, anxiety, lust, fear, and joy. Jim learned early on that the real energy in the room belongs to the audience. It’s this knowledge that compelled him to document these Bosch-like fantasias for posterity in his film, Feast of Friends.

THERE IS SOMETHING awful, deeply moving, and terribly human in the tragical history of Jim Morrison. On the surface, it’s a story of how the excess of fame and unlimited freedom ruined a young American poet. Looking closer, it becomes clear that Jim Morrison’s early fury and mania gradually evolved into a kind of artistic maturity, one that was more keenly experienced and aggressively lovely—and prophetically fatal. This book seeks to replace the myths and the lies that have overwhelmed the legend of Jim Morrison with new reporting and a reconsideration of both the known facts and the wild, unsubstantiated rumors. The portrait that emerges in the end reveals a damaged, fiercely loving, compassionate man who overcame his self-destruction through a body of darkly beautiful work that echoes down to us today, with its romantic glamour and spiritual power intact. Mr. Mojo—still rising.

Is everybody in?

The ceremony is about to begin.
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PART ONE

JIMMY
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CHAPTER ONE

THE LIZARD KING’S SCHOOL DAYS

The devotion of the greatest is to encounter risk and danger, and play dice with death.

NIETZSCHE
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INDIANS SCATTERED

ANYONE INQUIRING MORE than superficially into Jim Morrison’s life immediately realizes that the story of his childhood is crucial to understanding what happened to him later. First, he remained very childish his entire life. (Of course, for the rock stars who came to fame and fortune very young, what else was there for them to do?) Second, when Jim joined the Doors and began performing in public, he abruptly severed all contact with his family and never saw his parents again. Third, his early act was a graphic, pull-no-punches rewrite of the ancient Oedipus legend, in which he sang of killing his father and fucking his mother in front of tens of thousands of his fans.

Why did Jim Morrison hate his parents so much? Why did he hate himself? How was he able to create such pure American music out of his own anguish? Why did he end up with a crazy girlfriend who was an even heavier character than himself; who tried in vain to control him; who may have killed him in the end? How could it have happened that this cool, talented guy—one of the great artists of his generation—morphed into a monster, and then immolated himself?

The problem with answering these questions is that Jim Morrison’s troubled and problematic post-World War II childhood within the sheltered, close-knit world of military families has been one of his story’s most closely guarded mysteries. His parents, Admiral George S. Morrison and Clara Clarke Morrison, have never commented publicly on their notorious firstborn son. Jim’s brother and sister have been equally reluctant to speak of their brother. Whether fear of scrutiny or a desire for privacy drives this steely reticence, any inquiries to the Morrison family concerning the late rock star and poet Jim Morrison are parried by California attorneys claiming to represent his estate. The Morrison family’s wall of silence has immured Jim’s childhood, especially his tense and unhappy adolescence, since the day he died.

This shouldn’t be surprising, since Jim Morrison tried to convince the media that his parents were dead, and that his siblings never existed. He probably thought he was doing them a favor.

Here’s what is known about Jim’s first twenty years.

His father, George Stephen Morrison, known as Steve, was born in Georgia in 1920 and raised in Leesburg, Florida. The Morrison family was descended from Scots settlers who arrived in America in the late eighteenth century. The name Morrison is thought by some scholars to derive from the Latin root of Moorish. In Roman times soldiers from far-flung provinces were moved around to guard different parts of the empire. Thus Celtic troops from Britain would be sent to guard Morocco, while Moors from North Africa maintained order in Britain. Folklorists say, for example, that the quaint English custom of the Morris dance can be traced to a Moorish antecedent. In this context, Morrison could mean “Moor’s son.” Late in his life, Jim would visit Morocco at least twice, searching for something he was unable to describe to his traveling companions.

Steve Morrison’s parents were hardworking, God-fearing, nondrinking southern Presbyterians, and Steve followed the family’s traditions of military service and entered the U.S. Naval Academy in the late 1930s. He was a trim young man, short of stature and serious, with an air of quiet authority. With World War II about to begin, his class was hustled through an early graduation in 1941, and Steve Morrison was posted to Hawaii for flight training. Later that year, just before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, he met Clara Clarke at a military dance. Blonde, bubbly, very pretty and slightly heavy, she was the daughter of a Wisconsin lawyer and political maverick who defended union activists and had run for political office as a socialist candidate. It is interesting that Jim Morrison’s maternal grandfather came from the great populist/progressive/socialist strain of American radicalism, a powerful sector of dissent and anger that challenged the two-party establishment from a strong political base in the upper Midwest and produced national leaders like Robert La Follette.

After a brief and war-torn courtship typical of thousands of young couples in that dangerous time, Steve Morrison and Clara Clarke were married in April 1942. They moved to Pensacola, Florida, where Steve continued flight training before shipping out on a vessel laying mines in the waters around Alaska. Their first child, named James Douglas Morrison, was born in Melbourne, on Florida’s Atlantic coast near Cape Canaveral, on December 8, 1943, amid the greatest burst of military energy his country ever experienced. He was called Jimmy by his family, and answered to that name all his life, at least to those who knew him intimately.

His father was soon flying Hellcat fighters in the South Pacific, and spent the next eighteen months on duty. While her husband was overseas, Clara lived with her husband’s parents, Paul and Caroline Morrison, who operated a laundry in Clearwater, on the Gulf of Mexico. Jimmy lived in his grandparents’ house until he was three, and Clearwater remained the family’s hometown of record during Jimmy’s childhood.

Steve Morrison emerged from the war a decorated Navy pilot and an ambitious officer devoted to his career. His first postwar assignment was in Washington, but, determined to rise in the naval hierarchy, he moved his young family around with very little notice as he earned promotions and his assignments changed. Correctly guessing in 1947 that quick advancement lay in the new technologies that were reshaping the world, Steve Morrison transferred into nuclear weapons systems in the period when the hydrogen bomb was being developed at Los Alamos and tested at the White Sands proving grounds in the deserts of New Mexico. His new duties required a high-level security clearance that specified that his work was never discussed at home. Obscured by official secrecy (references to Lieutenant Morrison’s duties during this period are still heavily censored in copies of his naval records made available to the public), all that is known about this era is that the Morrison family lived in naval housing in the vicinity of Albuquerque. Jim’s sister, Anne, was born there when he was three years old.

If his sister’s arrival was traumatic for the quiet only child, something else happened in New Mexico that left a profoundly vivid impression on Jimmy. Early one morning the family was driving in the desert somewhere between Albuquerque and Santa Fe. According to Jim, his mother and father were in the car, along with his grandparents. At one point his father pulled off to the side of the two-lane road, and he and Jimmy’s grandfather got out of the car. Jimmy looked up and saw the grisly remains of a very recent head-on collision between another car and a truck carrying some Pueblo or Hopi Indians, “scattered on dawn’s highway bleeding,” as he later famously remembered. Dead and injured people were lying in the road, and from somewhere rose the anguished voice of a woman wailing in pain and hysteria.

Fascinated by the bloody spectacle, Jimmy tried to get out of the car to follow his father, but his mother held him back. So Jimmy pressed his face to the window, taking in the gory aftermath of the fatal traffic accident. His grandmother blurted that she’d always heard that Indians didn’t cry, but these people were wailing in anguish. Jimmy shuddered and strained to get a last look at the carnage as his father climbed back in the car and pulled onto the road again. A few miles farther, they stopped at a filling station and called the highway patrol and an ambulance. Jimmy was visibly disturbed and kept asking questions. He got so upset that his father finally said, “Jimmy, it didn’t really happen. It was just a bad dream.”

But he never forgot the dying Indians. “It was the first time I discovered death,” he recounted many years later, as tape rolled in a darkened West Hollywood recording studio. “I’m just this little . . .like a child is a flower, man, whose head is just floating in the breeze. But the reaction I get now, thinking back, looking back, is that, possibly, the soul of one of those Indians, maybe several of them, just ran over and jumped into my brain. . . . It’s not a ghost story, man. It’s something that really means something to me.”

After this encounter on a desert highway, Jimmy began to wet his bed at night. It drove his mother crazy. As an adult he remembered going to his mother’s bed when it happened, and being forced to go back to his room and sleep in his wet sheets. Shame city. He tried to hide it when it happened, but she always found out. Then he started to be afraid to sleep in his own bed at all. Some nights he fell asleep curled in a ball on the floor. (The bedwetting may also have been connected to a childhood bout with rheumatic fever, which Jim told his doctor about in 1970. This illness might have, additionally, weakened Jimmy’s heart.)

IF JIM MORRISON’S TRUSTED lawyer is to be believed, Jimmy was introduced early to sexuality. In 1969, while preparing for the obscenity and lewd conduct trial that could result in a prison term for his client, Beverly Hills attorney Max Fink debriefed Jim Morrison on his sexual history. According to a transcript of a taped interview later conducted by Fink’s wife, Margaret, the lawyer said that he asked Jim why he had chosen to expose himself onstage in his home state of Florida. “I thought it was a good way to pay homage to my parents,” Jim replied.

Taken aback, and mindful of the abyss that seemed to separate Jim Morrison from his family, Fink then asked what his parents had done to him. Jim reportedly mentioned the bed-wetting trauma, then let slip that he’d been molested by a man when he was a boy. Jim refused to tell Max Fink who had molested him, except to say it was someone close to the family. When Jimmy tried to tell his mother, Fink claimed that Jimmy said that she had gotten angry, called him a liar, and insisted such a thing never could have happened. Fink said that Jim began to cry as he told him the story, and claimed Jim had said that he could never forgive his mother for this. (For the record, the Morrison family’s attorneys categorically denied that any of these incidents or “this alleged behavior” ever occurred.)

IN 1948 THE family moved again, to Los Altos in northern California. Here Jimmy Morrison started public school as a shy and chubby boy who hated getting on the bus in the morning. Cold War paranoia was in the air amid fear of nuclear attack by the Soviet Union. Schoolchildren of Jimmy’s generation were indoctrinated about the omnipresent threat of thermonuclear annihilation and required to practice duck-and-cover routines during monthly air raid drills, sometimes squatting under their desks, sometimes lining the darkened halls of their school buildings to be beyond the range of shattering glass as phantom A-bombs pulverized their world. Television—viewed on tiny, seven-inch black-and-white screens—made a deep impression on Jimmy. In second grade, Jimmy and his buddy Jeff Morehouse—another son of a navy family whose wanderings roughly kept pace with the Morrisons—were avid viewers of Dumont’s Captain Video and paid-up members of his fan club, the Video Rangers.

Jimmy’s younger brother, Andrew, was born in Los Altos the following year, 1949. Then this fairly typical navy family’s transient wanderings began in earnest. They went back to Washington, D.C., for a year before moving to Claremont, California, where they lived while Steve Morrison was serving in Korea. Jim attended Longfellow Elementary School. In sixth grade he was a slightly chubby, asthmatic natural leader, the best kickballer in the school, and president of the student council, which required him to open morning assemblies by reciting the pledge of allegiance. But then Jimmy got in trouble. He was asked to leave his Cub Scout pack after he refused to follow directions and was unruly with the den mother.

In 1955, the Morrisons returned to Albuquerque, New Mexico, where, family members recall, they noticed a change in Jimmy. He gave up his piano lessons and refused to spend time with the family. Living on the edge of the desert, Jimmy became fascinated with the mysterious, prehistoric-looking desert reptiles—lizards, snakes, armadillos—that scurried around the hot, dry landscape. The horned toads fascinated him, little scaly dragons with flicking tongues and nightmare eyes. He hunted them down, seeking their lairs, reading books about them. Desert reptiles became Jim’s personal totem, making dozens of appearances in his notebooks on their way to what became a national fetishization at the behest of the future Lizard King.

In 1955 Commander Steve Morrison was assigned to the aircraft carrier USS Midway, and the family relocated again, this time to San Francisco. They moved into a big shingled house in suburban Alameda, where Jimmy began the eighth grade amid the convulsive birth of rock and roll and the epic milestones of juvenile delinquency—Elvis censored on Ed Sullivan, Bill Haley’s irresistible “Rock Around the Clock,” Little Richard’s savage jungle rhythms, Fats Domino’s gutbucket New Orleans R & B, Chuck Berry’s clever three-minute high school anthems, black leather motorcycle jackets, switchblade knives—a James Dean maelstrom of 1950s rebellion amid Eisenhower-era conformity, repressed sexuality, and the political stresses and apocalyptic threats of the Cold War.
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POSTER CHILD

EXPERTS HAVE LONG observed that some children of military families may be at risk for various social problems and psychological disorders. Military families are called upon to move often and on short notice. There isn’t much time to cultivate friendships before the family moves on to the next post or assignment. In the navy, with the ambitious, on-the-move father often away at sea, the mothers did the bulk of the child raising, and often had to cope with rootlessness, emotional disorders, and alcoholism. Jimmy’s family moved four times before he was four years old, and this lack of stability may have engendered a physical restlessness and a sense of profound alienation that stayed with Jim Morrison for the rest of his life. The adult Jim Morrison often didn’t know where he would sleep each night, and he preferred it that way. Even after the royalty checks for “Light My Fire” started in 1967, Jim never owned a house or rented an apartment, preferring instead to live with girlfriends, crash in motels, or just pass out on the beat-up sofa at the Doors’ office.

Discipline was a problem for Jimmy, and the despair of his mother. Resentment, on the boy’s part, was built into the situation. An ambitious officer had to put the navy ahead of his family. It was the way things were in the services, and the families had to accept it. With his father mostly absent, his mother was the authority figure in the family constellation. She was all he had to rebel against. When his father came home from sea duty, Jimmy would overhear his mother complaining bitterly to his father about him, enumerating all his mistakes, malicious pranks, and fuckups.

Years later, Jimmy’s friends wondered why he liked to throw darts at naked Playboy pinups (taped upside down) on his bedroom walls.

When his father was home, the atmosphere was often tense. Steve Morrison was known in the navy as charming, soft spoken, forceful, and extremely intelligent. At home this battle-tested sea officer tended to bark orders at his children. Is it any wonder that ten years later his son created the Vietnam era’s greatest antiwar song, “The Unknown Soldier”? Jim’s younger brother told interviewer Jerry Hopkins that Clara bossed Steve around at home, and was clearly the dominant personality in the family. Early on the couple had decided not to hit their children, so punishment was dished out verbally, with—in Jimmy’s case at least—lashes of guilt and shame added to the standard military dressing down. Andy Morrison said that while this would make him cry, Jimmy took this verbal punishment with dry eyes.

Jimmy’s behavior was a family flashpoint, with his mother as the lightning rod and designated scapegoat. In 1969, at a chaotic Doors concert in Seattle, a drunk and upset Jim Morrison waved the band to a ragged halt, stopped the show, and told the audience: “I’ve been reading about the problems kids have with their parents. Yeah. That’s right. And I’m here to tell you—I didn’t get enough love as a kid!”

Intelligent and articulate, Jimmy also had a dirty mind and a vivid imagination, and he’d often blurt out things in school that got him in trouble. An early pastime was cutting up comic books to rearrange Donald Duck and Daisy in sexual positions with new dialogue. When Mad magazine begin publishing its surreal parodies and sick humor in 1956, Jimmy was an early subscriber. He read his issues of Mad till the pages wore out, and tried to duplicate the harsh comic screams and outbursts that peppered the texts, driving everyone around him crazy. Jimmy’s slouched deportment, extreme lack of eye contact, and sarcastic and insolent attitude drove his parents to distraction. His sniggering and public antics (nose-picking, spitballs, snide remarks) embarrassed the family at navy functions and they soon learned to leave him home when they could.

Andy Morrison indicated that Jim began to bully his siblings when he was about thirteen. His brother suffered the most. Andy would be watching TV and Jimmy would lumber in, get him in a headlock, turn him over, sit on his head, and fart in his face. Or pin him down and let a gob of spit hang over his face. Outdoors Jimmy would pick up a rock and tell his brother, “I’ll give you ten,” which meant Andy should start running. The little boy learned quickly that Jimmy wasn’t kidding. He would throw the rock. In 1955 the Morrisons were on a ski holiday when Jimmy put his brother and sister on a toboggan and pushed off downhill, aiming for the side of a barn. The sled picked up speed but Jimmy didn’t brake. Faster, faster. His sister started crying. His mother was shouting. A horrified Steve Morrison had to sprint to save his children from injury. Jimmy told his furious, disbelieving father that he’d only been kidding around.

Conventional wisdom might nominate Jim Morrison as a poster child for the instability of military families. The lack of roots, the father’s continual absence, the mother’s uneven discipline, the difficulties that a bright but socially isolated child encountered in receiving approval from friends, teachers, and parents, all can be used to explain Jim’s urges to rebel in order to get the attention he needed. Yet some observers counter that these peripatetic military families form a larger, extended family that often provides a secure enclave for its own and produces flexible, well-adjusted children. Military families often moved together, and the women who kept their families going amid such dislocation often forged bonds that survived for years and even for generations.

Jimmy Morrison was obviously exceptional, a piece of work, a pistol. No one could really control him. He was a kid with a rocket in his pocket. Early on, Jimmy learned how to push people’s buttons to get the recognition he craved. Later on, as his father rose in the ranks and was able to spend more time at home, he reasserted his role in the family with a program of strict rules and discipline, which was deeply resented by both Andy and Jimmy.

SEVERAL IDEAS TAKEN from the fields of psychology and child development might help to illuminate Jim Morrison’s behavior later in life. “Attachment Theory,” for instance, suggests that children who receive insensitive, neglectful, or inconsistent care can develop difficulties with controlling their emotions, and often turn to drugs and alcohol to soothe themselves. Such children often have trouble with trusting other people and maintaining consistent relationships, and may also become impossible to control. They often exaggerate their behavior to get the attention they crave, with negative attention being better than none.

Insensitive or neglectful care can also result in young children relying upon fantasies of grandiosity to protect against anxiety. Some display a tendency to break away from their families prematurely. This independence can make them feel powerful and untouchable, as if nothing will hurt them. As they grow, unprotected, they become self-destructive, accident-prone, and are often the victims of their own poor judgment.

While no one can say for certain that Jim Morrison fit into all of these criteria, the way he conducted himself later on makes anyone interested in him wonder what lay beneath his permanent state of rebellion.

* * *

IN 1955 JIMMY went to see James Dean in the movie Rebel Without a Cause. Rebel, directed by Nicholas Ray, was the archetypal juvenile-delinquency film, pitching its restless hero Jim (called “Jimbo” by his alcoholic father) into an affluent California high school milieu of anxiety, conflict, and despair. Dean’s riveting performance as the rebel Jim was set against visually exotic Los Angeles locations like the observatory in Griffith Park, and Sal Mineo’s tragic sacrificial death at the film’s end made a deep impression on Jimmy.

Rebel Without a Cause also began Jim Morrison’s deep and obsessive love of movies, and his often-stated desire to learn how to make them. Rebel is the first film mentioned in Jim’s surviving notebooks. He also mentions Giant, James Dean’s next film, released the following year after Dean’s death in a car crash. It’s also possible that the movies, especially the westerns that flooded American theaters in the 1950s, played a crucial role in moving Jim to write. His first poem, “Pony Express,” now lost, was probably based on a Hollywood western that he caught at a Saturday-afternoon matinee while living in Alameda. It was definitely in Alameda that Jimmy Morrison first caught the beatnik poetry virus, which would infect him for the rest of his life.
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THE BEAT POETS

FROM 1956 TO 1958 the Morrisons lived in a big shingled house with an Edwardian turret at 1717 Alameda Avenue in the leafy island suburb of Alameda, the site of the navy’s biggest air station. It was a relatively quiet time in Jim’s life—his mother was very content there and was fondly remembered by neighbors—and would subsequently prove to be highly influential in terms of Jim Morrison’s artistic aspirations.

Jim lived by himself in an attic room at the top of the old house, listening to Elvis and Ricky Nelson while downstairs his mother played her own music—Harry Belafonte, Frank Sinatra, and the original cast albums from South Pacific and My Fair Lady. Jim was popular in school, darkly handsome and no longer chubby, friendly and very funny, able to banter with teachers who were impressed with a reading level and intelligence rarely encountered in young teenagers. At thirteen Jim’s favorite writer was Norman Mailer, and he could roll out entire Mad magazine parodies from memory. Yet his school records indicate his teachers’ frustrations at Jim’s hyperactivity, and in some classes he was forced to sit alone so he wouldn’t bother the other students or disrupt the class with his loud interjections and joke accents.

Inspired by Mad and the other satiric magazines of the new “sick humor” genre (Cracked, Sick, Trump, etc), Jim’s notebook sketches became wilder and more deeply cynical. He specialized in obscene drawings of people with surreally exaggerated sexual organs and enormous assholes, obsessively inking in bodily fluids, especially excrement, menstrual blood, mucus, and sperm. With his father’s big reel-to-reel tape recorder Jimmy made fake radio commercials promoting masturbation. (One reel of these survives and is of almost professional quality, complete with sound effects.) He liked to answer the family’s phone with broad Negro dialect copied from the Amos and Andy show or cheesy Oriental accents. Jimmy spent hours in his quiet attic room cutting and pasting comics into ever more complex lewd collages, relettering the texts, going the sick humor mags one step farther:

LUCY: “I’ll give you fifty cents if you’ll fuck me, Charlie Brown!”

CHARLIE BROWN: “Throw in your trycicle [sic] and it’s a deal, Baby.”

His best friend in Alameda was a street-smart neighbor his age, Fud Ford, who was as reckless and fun loving as Jimmy was. Jim had access to the navy’s gyms, pools, and athletic facilities, and the boys would get into trouble on the diving board at the officers’ club swimming pool and embarrass the family. (Ford said that Jimmy’s father beat him with his belt for one of these incidents when some officers’ wives felt they’d been insulted.) All the streets in Alameda led down to the beach, so in the warm months there was a lot of swimming and clowning around. There was a pretty girl they used to go swimming with. Jimmy discovered a way to sneak into her family’s boathouse so they could watch her change into her swimsuit.

In September 1957 Jimmy started the ninth grade at Alameda High. He made the swim team, specializing in the butterfly stroke. He was good in class, and always had the answers even though he’d never deign to put his hand in the air. He was a charismatic clown, a troublemaker, very funny and loud, a clever mimic and practical joker whose grating, outrageous pranks caused “Morrison stories” to float around the school ten years before they surfaced in the media.

One of his favorite stunts was to pretend to collapse on the staircase at school and lie there, unconscious, while the others had to step around him. He did this a lot at Alameda, and apparently kept it up at his next school since it was a major attention-getter. It was like Jimmy’s big joke. Classmates recalled that Jimmy would actually lie there a long time (according to Fud Ford, “pretending he was dead”), seemingly oblivious to attempts to rouse him. When he was satisfied that the game was played out, he’d pick himself and his books up off the floor, accept the inevitable detention ticket from the hall monitors, and carry on with his usual smirk and swagger.

But was this really a joke? Or was this Jimmy’s method of faking his way through a mortifying disorder that left him prostrate on the floor, with embarrassing minutes lost from his life? Or was it what the ancients called “the falling sickness,” the malady of kings and prophets? Anyone familiar with Jim Morrison’s later life and career knows that losing consciousness and passing out was a regular occurrence for him. He fainted or fell down during rehearsals, recording sessions, photo shoots. He collapsed during concerts, poetry readings, bar crawls. He passed out on car rides, in airports, and during plane trips. Shattering theatrical collapses were incorporated into the Doors’ stage act, a drama Jim Morrison later refined into the apex of rock theater.

Was it all really an act? Put together, the anecdotal and visual evidence could suggest that Jim Morrison suffered an undiagnosed case of petit mal epilepsy that may have begun at the age of fourteen, if not earlier. In high school, it cost him a lot of time in the principal’s office. But everyone talked about Jimmy Morrison and all the funny, outrageous shit he liked to pull.

Jim started tenth grade in the fall of 1958, but he preferred to cut school and visit beatnik hangouts in San Francisco. A year earlier, two significant events had shaken America. First the Soviet Union launched Sputnik, the first satellite to orbit the earth. This sensational event provoked spasms of American self-doubt and recriminations about being beaten into space by the Russians. It began the so-called “missile gap” debate that later helped put John Kennedy in the White House. The second event was the publication of Jack Kerouac’s second novel, On the Road, the stream-of-consciousness saga of existentially aware youth, adrift on the vast highways and midnight streets of American cities, that turned an entire generation on to the Beat subculture. The book became a best seller and media icon, and cracked the corporate, conformist façade of the 1950s wide open. On America’s two coasts, Sputnik anxiety was allayed by beatnik cool, offering an alternate way of righteous existence in the late fifties.

The Beats traced their style to French symbolist poets, existentialist philosophers, and Zen masters. Jazz, drugs, nonconformity and Buddhism were cool. Gray flannel suits were uncool. Beat writers like Kerouac on the West Coast, William Burroughs in Paris, and Allen Ginsberg in New York became overnight culture stars.

The Beat poets were the legatees of Dylan Thomas, the brilliant Welsh poet whose magical Celtic cadences and lush imagery had spread via the new technology of long-playing phonograph records as much as through printed books, before he drank himself to death in Greenwich Village in 1953. They were also in the tradition of radical American writers like Walt Whitman and Mark Twain, and modernist poets like William Carlos Williams, with whom Ginsberg particularly identified.

In the Beat universe, Paris was philosophy, New York was jazz, and San Francisco was poetry. Ginsberg called this flowering “the San Francisco Renaissance.” Often accompanied by bongo drummers, star beatniks could be heard declaiming in the jazz clubs seven nights a week. Allen Ginsberg premiered his Beat epic Howl in San Francisco in 1955, and the other Beats, many of them identifiable characters in On the Road—Robert Duncan, Robert Creeley, Tom Parkinson, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Gary Snyder, Kenneth Patchen, Philip Whalen, Kenneth Rexroth, Michael McClure—often gave public readings of new work in the coffeehouses, art galleries, and bookstores. San Francisco was the third corner of the Beat international, a city where poets, not athletes, were local heroes. In San Francisco and neighboring Sausalito and North Beach, poetry ruled.

When Jimmy and Fud skipped school and headed into the city, their first stop was usually Ferlinghetti’s City Lights Books at 261 Columbus Avenue. A sign in the window boasted “Banned Books.” Jimmy liked to hang out there in his beatnik uniform of sweatshirt, sandals, and jeans, hoping to meet any of the poets who might show up. Once Jimmy said hello to Ferlinghetti, and when the poet and author of A Coney Island of the Mind returned his greeting, Jimmy turned red with pleasure. They would go to Stairway Records in Oakland to buy Dylan Thomas LPs on Caedmon, or comedy albums by Tom Lehrer or Lenny Bruce. Fud took Jimmy to Duo Records, an R & B record store in Oakland, where Jimmy first heard Chicago blues stars Muddy Waters and Howlin’ Wolf, and New Orleans legends like Professor Longhair. Jimmy and Fud read On the Road and plugged into its Beat Generation dreams, talking endlessly about the unimaginable joys of hitchhiking, inexpensive Mexican whores, and the endless highways of America illuminated by Zen flares of enlightenment.

Jimmy fell in love with Dean Moriarty’s ferocious American energy, and Kerouac’s concept of Dean as one of “the mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved, desirous of everything at the same time, the ones who never yawn or say a commonplace thing, but burn, burn, burn like fabulous roman candles exploding like spiders across the stars.” He practiced Dean’s speed-addled laugh—“heeeee-heeeee-heeee”—until it made his mother nuts. Jimmy’s facial hair began to grow, and he tried to develop a proper beatnik goatee until his mother ordered him to shave it off and get a haircut too. She would shout at Jim and he’d just laugh at her. Once she went to grab him and he put her into a headlock and, still laughing, grabbed a pen and scribbled on her arm. Even Clara had to laugh at this. “You don’t fight fair!” she yelled at her son.

AS THE SCHOOL year progressed Jimmy kept up his serial provocations. Because he was so funny and had this weird presence, he was the kind of kid who could get away with being a jerk and no one would call him on it. But he also had an unexpected compassionate side. He had a classmate, Richard Slaymaker, who was seriously ill with leukemia. Jimmy liked to visit him after school, bringing him comics and comedy records to keep his spirits up. He’d take Richard for walks in his wheelchair and do wheelies with him. It seemed to Fud that Jimmy, who was fascinated with death, was almost studying Richard as the disease progressed and his skin turned different colors. When he died after six months of almost daily visits, Jimmy Morrison cried.

Late in 1958, halfway through the school year, Steve Morrison was promoted to captain and reassigned. His parents told Jimmy that the family was moving to Alexandria, Virginia, right after Christmas. According to Fud Ford, Jimmy was crushed and didn’t want to go. On the last day of classes, Ford said, Jimmy walked up to the homeroom teacher’s desk and announced that his family was moving away, and that he wanted to leave with a bang. Then he lit a cherry bomb, and sauntered out of the room before it exploded.

Jimmy came over to Fud’s house to say good-bye on the day the Morrisons left Alameda. Then Jimmy got in the captain’s ugly green Packard and didn’t look back as his father pulled away. Fud Ford would later recall: “Jimmy felt bad, because he didn’t want to go to Virginia. It was one of the few times in my childhood that I cried. They were taking my best friend away.”

Jimmy was sent to Virginia, ahead of the rest of the family, so he could resume high school there in January 1959. For a few weeks he stayed with the Morehouse family, who had a son, Jeff, his own age. It would be five years before Jimmy was able to return to his beloved California for good.
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NIETZSCHE AND BO DIDDLEY

IN 1959 ALEXANDRIA, Virginia, was a sleepy suburb of Washington, D.C. Populated mostly by the families of government employees and ranking military personnel, it was less affluent than neighboring Arlington, but was still respectable enough. In January the Morrisons moved into a comfortable house at 310 Woodlawn Avenue in the upscale Braddock Heights neighborhood, an address that Jimmy was able to call home for an unprecedented two and a half years. That month, Jimmy enrolled in George Washington High School to finish the tenth grade. Rather than charm (or alarm) his schoolmates like he’d done at Alameda, he tried to blend in quietly. He refused to try out for the swim team. He told some kids who tried to talk to him that he was an orphan who’d been carried off by Gypsies. He seemed nervous, ill at ease, and anxious, and when he wasn’t roaming the back streets and old wharves of Alexandria, or shoplifting comics and candy on Main Street, he preferred to read or sketch in his notebooks alone in his basement bedroom, which had its own separate entrance so he could come and go at will. He told one of his new friends that he sometimes could go for weeks without contact with his family.

Ten years later, trying to describe his high school experience in Virginia to an interviewer, Jim recalled his feelings of foreboding. “I just had this . . . underlying sense that something was not quite right. I felt blinders being put on me as I grew older. I and all my friends were being channeled down a long, narrowing tunnel. When you’re in school, you’re taking a risk. You can get a lot out of it, but you can get a lot of harm too.”

Alameda High had been relaxed and easy compared to racially segregated, uptight, status-conscious George Washington High. Classmates vividly recall that, early on, Jimmy stunned some of his teachers with his wide reading and erudition. After the first marking period he made the honor roll. Then a teacher saw Jimmy reading black writer James Baldwin’s controversial novel Giovanni’s Room in the lunchroom and told him to get that nigger trash off the school grounds. That was probably when Jimmy lost interest in school.

Lonely, depressed, isolated from his family, Jimmy liked to stay up late listening to Bible radio, mesmerized by the southern evangelist hellfire preachers and the riffing deejays of zillion-watt AM rock and roll stations broadcasting to all of North America from just south of the Mexican border. One night Jimmy thought about killing himself, but then Bo Diddley came on the radio, singing “Crackin’ Up,” a jokey song about being nuts. Jimmy had to laugh, and that made him feel better, made him feel that life could be worth living. Bo Diddley, protean and streetwise inventor of black rock and roll, had saved Jimmy’s life that night.

“FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE KILLED Jim Morrison,” said Doors cofounder Ray Manzarek, who claimed to have watched it happen. It was from the writings and legendary career of the mad German philosopher that Jimmy got the idea that anything that doesn’t kill you just makes you stronger.

In the first paragraph of On the Road, Jack Kerouac cites Friedrich Nietzsche as the guiding spirit of his book. In the summer between his sophomore and junior years, Jimmy delved into Nietzsche’s astonishing work and tragic life, and what he read changed him in profound, even perhaps fatal, ways. If Nietzsche didn’t exactly kill Jim Morrison, his radical thoughts set Jim on a course that provided its own tragic momentum.

Nietzsche was the first modern writer to break away from two thousand years of inherited moral and metaphysical beliefs. As an alternative to the Christian precepts he found contemptible, Nietzsche invented an absurd and disturbed mythology of his own. In his superheated writing style, and with the unshakable fervor of a visionary comfortable with his own often contradictory views, Nietzsche tried to break through conventional rationality and proclaim a new way of thinking. For Nietzsche, mankind and the totality of his history were only justified by the birth of genius, and his highest goal was the flourishing of culture. His adventurism and rhetorical cadences were so monumentally influential that they inspired an even darker strain of Germanic mysticism fifty years later, when Adolf Hitler began his rise to power.

But just as Nietzsche was beginning to enjoy the first real recognition of his brilliance, he suffered a nervous and physical collapse in the Italian city of Turin. In January 1889, watching in horror as a hansom cabdriver flogged his lame horse in the street, Nietzsche collapsed in a paroxysm of mental anguish. He never recovered from the trauma, spending the next eleven years as a mental invalid until he died in 1900. One of the great mysteries of the philosophical world is why he fell so quickly from the heights of creativity into a state of abject mental helplessness. His modern biographers claim he was syphilitic, a closeted homosexual, and suffered from manic-depressive psychosis that gave way to chronic madness.

According to one notebook, Jimmy read The Birth of Tragedy twice that summer, and then kept reading. Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil. William S. Burroughs’s Naked Lunch, which he got from an odd little bookstore in Georgetown. Norman Mailer’s The Deer Park. The Marquis de Sade’s writings, newly published by Grove Press. John O’Hara’s Butterfield 8. But nothing he read left a more lasting impression on Jimmy Morrison than his encounter with Friedrich Nietzsche. Just as Nietzsche had opened the door of modern consciousness, he also opened a portal in the consciousness of a young writer in the Virginia suburbs in 1959.
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THE LIZARD KING’S SCHOOL DAYS

JIMMY SEEMED TO perk up in the eleventh grade. Once he felt more familiar in school he started falling down again, playing jokes, talking in class, passing out in the halls, balancing precariously on high ledges. Dean Moriarty’s hyena laugh echoed down the halls of George Washington High, channeled through Jimmy’s powerful lungs. He talked too much in class, bothered other kids. “They made me sit at a special table by myself,” he told an interviewer. He dominated discussion in the classes he liked—history and English—and debated with the teachers, did the minimum required work, and had a B+ average. (School records indicated that his IQ was 149. His college board scores were 630 verbal, 528 in math.) Despite his oddball inclinations, his natural charisma and pithy catchphrases drew others to him, and in school he moved with the elite group of brains, athletes, and predebs. But Jimmy steadfastly refused to take part in sports or school activities, or join any clubs. He was recruited by the elite student fraternity, but told the BMOCs that he wasn’t interested. He showed some of his poetry (including probably the earliest version of “Horse Latitudes,” which dates from this period) to the editor of the literary magazine, but refused to let him publish it. He mocked and mimicked his teachers, and cheated openly in the math and science classes. During a chemistry exam, he suddenly jumped on a lab table, wildly swinging his arms. “Sorry ma’am,” he drawled to the startled teacher. “Ah’s jes’ chasin’ a bee!” He got out of a detention one day by telling the teacher he was being operated on for a brain tumor. His mother had to field a call from the concerned principal the following morning. The kids who didn’t like him dismissed him as someone who was always playing a role.

After school he went home and read with the radio on. Elvis sang “It’s Now or Never.” Frankie Avalon. Percy Faith. The Kingston Trio. He heard the ethereal voice of nineteen-year-old Boston folksinger Joan Baez on the radio, and couldn’t get enough of her. He also took up painting after stealing a set of brushes and paints from an art supply store, executing several primitive self-portraits in which his face is a contorted rictus of demented mirth, and he’s wearing a crown. He worked at this obsessively for a while, and his brother asked him why. “You can’t read all the time,” Jimmy replied. “Your eyes get tired.” Most weekdays at five-thirty, he watched American Bandstand, the teen dance program broadcast live from Philadelphia that featured pop stars lip-synching to their hits. Bandstand got even more interesting in 1960, when Chubby Checker’s hit record “The Twist” spawned increasingly sexual dance crazes (the Hully Gully, Watusi, Monkey, etc.) that sparked a national debate in the early sixties about whether African mating customs should be performed by white kids in the suburbs.

Jim also got a girlfriend. She was a year younger than Jimmy, and was introduced to him by Jeff Morehouse. Tandy Martin lived in the neighborhood and was pretty and petite, with curly brown hair, and for a while they were inseparable. He told her he wanted to be a writer, and loaned her some of his notebooks with the sketches and poems that he worked on. They’d walk to school together. Jimmy told her constantly that he wanted to kiss her toes. At night he appeared under her bedroom window, tossing coins at the glass to try to wake her up. When she came downstairs, he’d be gone. The next morning he would deny he’d been there. A lot of his show-off public antics—declaiming poetry, balancing on things, wading in fountains—embarrassed her. He affected a mock-Virginian drawl. “Tandeh, Ah thank Ah’m a-gonna go ovuh and pee-yuss on that there fahr hydrant,” he’d say, as he started to unzip his chinos. Mortified, she would scream at him until he laughed at her. She asked him why he played games with her all the time. He told her, “Nobody would stay interested in me if I was normal.”

Soon he was bullying Tandy the way he bullied his younger brother. Jim and Tandy would take the bus into Washington together, and he would suddenly ditch her and disappear, leaving her crying and confused until he showed up again, seemingly out of nowhere. He swore in front of her mother. When Jimmy was in one of his black moods, he made those around him suffer, and years later everyone remembered that it was Tandy Martin who bore the brunt of Jimmy Morrison’s pain. Once he told her he had a problem, one that he couldn’t talk to his parents about, and she got him to see the youth counselor at Westminster Presbyterian Church. But Jim never told her what they talked about.
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CANCEL MY SUBSCRIPTION

IN THE SUMMER of 1960, something in Jimmy Morrison changed. Classmates remembered he seemed to undergo a change of personality. He appeared depressed and angry and neglected his studies. His teachers noted his “irrational tendencies” and “impulsive behavior.” He took no interest in the November presidential election—hotly debated in his politically conservative school—in which John Kennedy beat Richard Nixon and injected a new vigor into American political life. Jimmy later wrote in a notebook that he was both a fool and the smartest kid in class. As the identified beatnik of George Washington High, Jimmy tramped around in an old pair of worn desert boots, wrinkled khakis, and striped shirts so threadbare that one of his teachers asked him if the family was on welfare. If his mother gave him money to buy a new shirt, Jimmy would get a thrift shop shirt for a quarter and spend the rest on books. His collection of paperbacks—the only possessions he cared about—covered the walls of his room on shelves he had built himself out of boards and cinder blocks.

He continued to torture his brother and his girlfriend. (He’d recently taped up Andy’s mouth while he was sleeping because Jimmy said Andy’s breathing was bothering him.) He became even more of a loner, haunting Alexandria’s used bookshops and decaying waterfront, where he hung out with old black men who fished from the rotting piers. Some people later claimed that Jimmy Morrison was seen in the rough soldier bars along Route 1, near Fort Belvoir, that featured black R & B bands, but this appears to be more legend than established fact. If Jimmy was trying to write poetry, on the evidence of “Horse Latitudes” they involved nautical imagery, inhuman cruelty, and a deep fear of drowning. Given a camera for his seventeenth birthday on December 8, 1960, Jimmy began photographing the most grim and depressing things he encountered in his solitary meanderings. None of these photographs are known to survive.

Jimmy’s relationship with Tandy began to deteriorate under the cloud of his restless spirit and petty cruelties. He was alternately courtly and abrasive toward the thoroughly confused girl, and her concerned mother eventually asked Tandy to stop seeing him. Sometimes she thought he was just using her. Once he and Tandy were at his house when they heard his parents’ car pull up. Jim dragged her up the stairs to his parents’ bedroom, where he mussed up the sheets. Tandy got up and ran out, her own clothes in disarray, and Jim had a satisfied look on his face as he greeted his startled parents as though they had interrupted them making love. It’s possible that Clara had voiced concerns about Jim’s sexuality and that Jimmy wanted to dispel any doubts his parents had.

No one knew what was behind Jimmy’s obvious downward spiral. As he became more sullen and defiant, his parents’ attempts at discipline increased. His mother nagged him. He told friends (and an interviewer in 1970) that his father once chased him around the kitchen with a baseball bat. With Commander Morrison living at home for the first extended period in Jim’s adolescence, the tension in the household between the brusque, somewhat preoccupied officer and the renegade teenaged beatnik may have been unbearable. Even the father’s attempts to interest his son in his career by taking him aboard his ships were disastrous, as Jimmy found the unquestioned authority accorded his father distasteful.

Years later, Jim described his teenaged self as “an open sore.” He described with weary resignation his impulses to screw up any situation in which he found himself. Jim Morrison recognized the impulses within himself with a poet’s exactitude, knew exactly what he was doing, understood with wonderment and not a little sadness that he utterly lacked the Apollonian interior-control mechanisms that could make him stop behaving like a crazed Dionysius with a chip on his shoulder.

THINGS GOT EVEN worse as Jimmy was about to graduate from high school in the spring of 1961. Steve Morrison’s early wish that his son follow him to the Naval Academy was plainly absurd in light of reality. It’s possible that a clinically depressed Jimmy Morrison didn’t bother to apply to any colleges or universities, but this level of neglect seems unlikely. There are no extant school records indicating that he did apply anywhere, however, and if he did he either wasn’t accepted or didn’t respond in time.

In the months when his classmates were excitedly preparing to take the next step in their lives, Jimmy Morrison didn’t seem to have any specific plans. He had to be forced by his parents to put on a coat and tie and have his yearbook picture taken. (James Douglas Morrison’s yearbook entry lists a solitary accomplishment: “Honor Roll 2.”) In May, when the seniors had their prom, Jimmy refused to go. Jeff Morehouse took Tandy Martin to the prom instead. He failed to show up at his class’s graduation ceremonies, infuriating his father, so the school mailed the troubled loner his diploma, and forgot about him until his first biographer came to George Washington High looking for his ghost twenty years later.

That summer Steve Morrison was reassigned to the aircraft carrier USS Bonhomme Richard, based in California. For whatever reasons, Steve and Clara Morrison decided that Jimmy would not go with them to the family’s next home in Coronado, near San Diego. Arrangements were made instead for Jimmy to live with his grandparents back in Clearwater, and attend St. Petersburg Junior College, about ten miles away, beginning in September 1961. So, not yet eighteen, Jimmy Morrison—walking impulse disorder, shoplifting sociopath, public nuisance, human fly, family outcast, voracious reader—was exiled to rural Florida where, hopefully, he couldn’t cause any more trouble.

It didn’t end well with Tandy either. On what was, unbeknownst to her, their last Friday night date, Jimmy got drunk, and then started to cry when she called him on his behavior. Sobbing in her lap, he told her that he loved her.

“Sure you do,” she said with sarcasm.

Suddenly he grabbed her arm and twisted it behind her back.

“You’re so smug,” Jimmy hissed, and threatened to cut her face so no one else would look at her—probably something he’d seen in an old noir movie.

The next afternoon, Saturday, he called again to apologize and ask if he could see her. She told Jimmy that she had a long-standing date for a formal dance with someone else. There was a long silence. “But . . . I’m moving to Florida tomorrow,” he blurted. “Tomorrow I’m gonna be gone—for good.” Tandy was stunned. It was the first she’d heard of this.

Jimmy arrived at her house a few minutes later, in a rage. She later told journalist Jerry Hopkins that Jimmy stood outside under a tree, and bawled, “At least I’ll be free of you. . . . I’m leaving, and I’ll never write you. . . . I won’t even think of you!”

She tried to calm him down, but he was insistent and frantic to get back the notebooks he’d given her to read. Late Sunday night, she woke up and thought Jimmy was standing under her window. When she went downstairs and opened the back door, she saw a familiar figure walk quickly away, get into a car that looked like the Morrisons’, and drive off into the night.
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CHAPTER 2

CANCEL MY SUBSCRIPTION

Behind the laughing mask is a crying mask Behind the mask of drunkenness is the mask of wisdom Behind the mask of a criminal is the mask of a sojourner Behind the mask of a revolutionary is the mask of a movie director

TERAYAMA SHUJI
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SHOW YOUR MEAT

COASTAL FLORIDA BACK IN the early sixties was still quiet, charming, and uncrowded. It was a subtropical realm of crystal springs, tannin-black rivers, and white houses with red-tiled roofs peeking above the royal palms and mangrove that opened onto white sand beaches. Jimmy loved the Gulf Coast landscape, which he later described as “a strange, exotic, exciting place.” Returning to the first home he’d ever known, Jimmy Morrison moved in with his grandparents, Paul and Caroline Morrison. In September 1961 he began classes at St. Petersburg Junior College, a conservative institution that required Jimmy to wear a blazer and the striped school tie to class every day.

He hated it. He was bored out of his mind. A notebook records him alleviating the tedium of the bus rides between St. Pete and Clearwater by rubbing his book bag in his lap until he got hard.

The Morrisons lived in a small house near the town’s library. Jimmy and several cartons of his books occupied the lone guest room. Jimmy loved his grandparents and generally treated them with southern deference and respect. No, he informed them, he wouldn’t be joining them at church. In the year he lived with them, he spent as little time at their house as he could, and conducted himself with enough discretion that his drunken antics didn’t touch their lives. When his grandma asked him about the empty beer and wine bottles she found in his wastebasket, he just laughed at her. He kept teasing them that he was going to bring a “nigger girl” home to meet them.

“We just didn’t understand him, any of us,” Caroline Morrison later said, meaning the extended Morrison clan. “There were so many sides to Jimmy. . . . You never knew what he was thinking.”

His marks at school were only satisfactory. His A in English came on the strength of an essay on Albert Camus’s 1942 existentialist novel, The Stranger, in which a faceless man in Algiers commits a senseless murder while in the helpless grip of life’s absurdities. School records indicate he was thought of as impulsive, inconsistent, somewhat shy, and hypercritical of social institutions—like the school itself.

St. Petersburg had an arts community that flourished with the coming of the winter season, and as the autumn wore on Jimmy soon found out about the Contemporary, the area’s beatnik coffeehouse, located in Pinellas Park just south of Clearwater. The Contemporary Arts Coffeehouse and Gallery was a hangout for local artists and bohemians. The owner, Tom Reese, was openly homosexual and reveled in his camp personality, so for the younger clients there was an element of risk and danger in just being seen there. (The Contemporary was officially off limits for junior-college dorm residents.) Jimmy loved the place. Given a broad interpretation, his performing career could be said to have begun at the ramshackle clapboard house shaded by overgrown palmetto trees on the edge of a bayou.

He began going to the Contemporary on weekends with a boy who lived in his neighborhood, and then began going alone. Reese picked up on him immediately and tried to get him to pose nude for the life-study drawing classes held in the gallery. “[Jimmy] was very aware that he was attractive,” Reese later recalled. “He just had that sexy feeling about him—very raw. Everybody wanted to go to bed with him. . . . Whether it was the boys or the girls, they were all attracted to him.”

Jimmy would just shake his head and decline the modeling proposal. He was more interested in the Contemporary’s film program that screened foreign movies ordered from Janus Films in New York. Reese showed Swedish art films like Wild Strawberries, French films with a little nudity like Roger Vadim’s And God Created Woman, and early underground films such as Robert Frank’s Pull My Daisy, a pantheon of Beat poets narrated by Jack Kerouac. This is probably where Jim got his first serious taste of non-Hollywood movies. An undated notebook entry thought to be from this era mentions Jean-Luc Godard’s 1961 Une Femme est une Femme.

More important, the Contemporary held an open-microphone night on Sunday evenings, when anyone could get on the little stage and do their thing. Mostly folksingers signed up, but there were also some Beat poet/bongo combos, and Jimmy Morrison, this weirdo kid from the junior college who showed up with a ukulele and just let it rip with free-form poetics that seemed to spontaneously erupt from his mind and that no one really got. This was Jimmy’s first experience performing for a live audience. “He would strum somewhat like [Allen] Ginsberg did,” Reese remembered. “He’d sign up in advance, but I always felt he just made it up as he went along, based on whatever philosophy he was reading, because he read that stuff all the time.”

After a few months of doing this, Jimmy even began to attract a tiny following at the Contemporary. Tom Reese became a sort of mentor and was probably the first person with any artistic credibility to convince Jimmy that he had real talent. “You’re rather musical when you do your lines,” he told Jimmy. “They may not rhyme, but they’re very poetic.” Reese and others convinced Jimmy to apply to Florida State University in Tallahassee, two hundred miles to the north, where his creative instincts could be brought along in a more progressive atmosphere. Reese also said he offered Jimmy some timeless showbiz advice: “Show Your Meat.”

In the late spring of 1962, something happened that caused Jimmy to stop hanging out at the Contemporary. Whatever it was, remains a mystery tinged with scandal. One of Steve Morrison’s brothers was called in to extract Jimmy from some kind of trouble he’d gotten into, something that the Morrisons found shameful enough to refuse to discuss with anyone outside the family. Years later, during the 1969 obscenity trial preliminaries, while insisting he wasn
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KILLER ON THE ROAD
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THE DOORS OF PERCEPTION
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THE BLUE BUS
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SECRET ALPHABETS
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Jim Morrison’s high school yearbook picture, spring 1961. (ARCHIVE OF ROCK)
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Jim was arrested for being drunk and disorderly while at Florida State University, September 1963. (ARCHIVE OF ROCK)
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Jim acting onstage in Harold Pinter’s The Dumbwaiter, at Florida State, autumn 1963. (ARCHIVE OF ROCK)
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The Doors model new Mod outfits in New York, November 1966. (MICHAEL OCHS ARCHIVE)
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Early Doors publicity photo, Los Angeles 1966. (MICHAEL OCHS ARCHIVE)
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The Doors rock Steve Paul’s Scene, New York 1967. (DON PAULSEN / MICHAEL OCHS ARCHIVE)
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Both photographs: Jim Morrison at full throttle at the Crosstown Bus, Boston, July 1967. (PETER SIMON)
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Jim and friends on Sunset Strip, spring 1967. (MICHAEL OCHS ARCHIVE)
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Legendary chanteuse Nico, with whom Jim enjoyed a tempestuous affair during the summer of 1967. (MICHAEL OCHS ARCHIVE)
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Jim Morrison was arrested onstage for giving an obscene performance in New Haven, Connecticut, in December 1967. (ARCHIVE OF ROCK)
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Jim Morrison began performing in a leather suit in mid-1967. (DON PAULSEN / MICHAEL OCHS ARCHIVE)
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The Doors toured Europe in the fall of 1968. Here they tape a TV show outdoors in Frankfurt, Germany. (MICHAEL MONTFORT / MICHAEL OCHS ARCHIVE)
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Jim urging the crowd up to the stage in Stockholm, Sweden. (MICHAEL OCHS ARCHIVE)
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Jim Morrison and Pamela Courson, summer 1968. (EDMUND TESKE / MICHAEL OCHS ARCHIVE)
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Jim Morrison after one of his violent stage dives, Frankfurt, 1968. (MICHAEL MONTFORT / MICHAEL OCHS ARCHIVE)
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Jim preaching in 1969: “When I was back there in seminary school ...” (TOM COPI / MICHAEL OCHS ARCHIVE)
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Morrison Hotel photo session, Venice Beach, 1970. (EDUMUND TESKE / MICHAEL OCHS ARCHIVED)
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Jim and François Truffaut on a Jacques Demy film set at Chambourg inFrance, Spring 1970. (THALIA ARCHIVE)
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During his obscenity trial in Miami, Jim posed in the lounge of his hotel with unidentified guests and his two bodyguards, Tony Funches, seated at left, and Babe Hill, seated right. (THALIA ARCHIVE)
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Jim performing eyes wide shut, summer 1970.(CARL SAMARTINO / MICHAEL OCHS ARCHIVED)
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an exhausted Jim Morrison at the Doors� workshop during the L.A. Woman sessions in early 1971. (EDUMUND TESKE / MICHAEL OCHS ARCHIVED)
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Shortly after his arrival in Paris in March 1979, Jim was photographed with a Polaroid camera as he stood by the bedroom window of the apartment where he died. (THALIA ARCHIVE)
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Jim shaved off his beard while in Morocco a few weeks later in the Spring of 1971. (THALIA ARCHIVE)
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Jim at the Bar Alexandre in Paris, April 1971. (HERVÉ MULLER)
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French journalist Hervé Muller and Jim in Paris the same month. (HERVÉ MULLER)
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Pamela and Jim with Hervé Muller in paris, June 1971. (GILLES YÉPRÉMIAN)
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Jim Morrison and Pamela Courson in Paris, June 1971. (HERVÉ MULLER)
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One of the last known images taken of Jim, June 1971. (GILLES YÉPRÉMIAN)
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For twenty years after Jim died, in July 1971, his Paris grave was an international pilgrimage site, covered in graffiti backpackers’ offerings. (ARCHIVE OF ROCK)
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Today, Jim’s grave is one of the most visited tourist sites in Paris, after the Eiffel Tower and the Louvre. The Greek inscription can be translated as “True to his own spirit.” (PHILIP DALECKY)
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