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Introduction


The music and pop culture phenomenon that the world would come to know as Jim Morrison was born on December 8, 1943, in Melbourne, Florida. His mother, Clara, worked for the Navy Public Relations office, which was where she met her husband, George Stephen, better known as “Steve,” a naval officer.

At the time of Jim’s birth, the world was still firmly locked in the grip of World War II, and Jim’s father was stateside, taking in coursework at a flight school in Florida. This was only a brief hiatus from the theatre of war for Jim’s father, and soon he would be back in the Pacific, aiding in the final push toward Japan.

As an interesting side note, Jim, whose name at birth was James Douglas Morrison, was given the Douglas portion in honor of General Douglas MacArthur. The General, driven from the Philippines, famously vowed, “I shall return,” and came to be the living embodiment of the struggle in the Pacific against the might of Imperial Japan. Many have since pointed out the irony of Jim Morrison’s military background. His father was not only a military man, but he himself was named after the wartime hero Douglas MacArthur—imagery that would starkly contrast with Jim Morrison’s later life as an anti-war and counter-culture icon.

Who would have guessed that an army brat like Morrison would turn out like he did? As we will come to find out, when it comes to the complex character of Jim Morrison, there is always much more than meets the eye.


Chapter One

Early Life as a Military Brat

“The most loving parents and relatives commit murder with smiles on their faces. They force us to destroy the person we really are: a subtle kind of murder.”

—Jim Morrison

Growing up, Jim Morrison appeared to have a stable and happy home with caring parents who had a steady income. But although his family unit was internally stable, Morrison was subjected to frequent external instability simply due to the fact that his father was a military man. Like all military families, the Morrisons frequently moved.

Jim was born in Melbourne, Florida, and then as a baby, he lived in Pensacola for a short period before spending his toddler years over in Clearwater. The next big move came in 1946 when Jim’s father had the family pack up its bags and head over to Washington, D.C. They would remain in Washington for just six months before Steve Morrison was posted at Albuquerque, New Mexico, in the year 1947. Here, Steve Morrison worked right out of the Los Alamos test site, one of the most secretive military compounds in the world.

Little Jim Morrison was struggling to adjust to his new surroundings when, as he would later claim, he bore witness to an event that would haunt him for the rest of his life. His father was driving the family down the road when they came upon a crash site. Here, they supposedly saw a crashed truck that had been driven from a nearby reservation by several Native Americans. Jim Morrison later described the scene as being an absolute blood bath, with several dead and dying people strewn all over the road. As he put it, “Me and my mother and father and my grandmother and grandfather were driving through the desert at dawn. A truckload of Indian workers had hit another car or something—there were Indians scattered all over the highway, bleeding to death.”

Jim would then go on to state how deeply this incident affected him, “That was the first time I tasted fear. And I do think, at that moment, the souls or ghosts of those dead Indians—maybe one or two of ‘em—were just running around, freaking out, and just leaped into my soul, and I was like a sponge, ready to just sit there and absorb it. And they’re still in there.”

Morrison would claim that somehow the spirits of those who had perished would inspire him as an artist. It certainly sounds fairly farfetched, and the fact that his father Steve later greatly downplayed the incident makes one wonder. At any rate, whatever the case may be, the incident clearly stood out to the then four-year-old Jim Morrison, so much so that he would reference it in his later music. For example, the 1970 album Morrison Hotel had Jim reciting in spoken word format the lines, “Indians scattered on dawn’s highway bleeding / Ghosts crowd the young child’s fragile eggshell mind.”

At any rate, a year later, Jim Morrison and his family were moving on from New Mexico and, in 1948, had relocated to Los Altos, in northern California. Soon after the family settled down in California, Jim’s mother gave birth to a baby boy, Andy. It was also around this time that little Jim first enrolled and attended regular classes in school. It’s said that he was a slightly overweight kid and mostly kept to himself—a demeanor far different from his later exuberance on stage.

Still, even in these early days, there was a rebellious streak developing within Jim Morrison. He always felt like he had big shoes to fill when it came to his father, the Navy man. At some point, it seems that Jim decided that instead of desperately attempting to live up to his father’s expectations, it would be better if he simply gave up trying. From that point forward, he rebelled from the norm and forged his own unique path.

Morrison’s decision to deviate from his father’s example was further reinforced by the fact that Steve was frequently gone from the home. He was often away attending to matters at whatever base they were stationed nearby, often leaving young Jim Morrison adrift without an immediate father figure in his presence. It’s also said that when Steve was around, he often spoke with his sons as if they were military recruits, certainly not an endearing experience to strengthen a father and son bond.

These efforts, of course, only made Jim want to rebel even further. His brother Andy, in the meantime, took on the role of the “golden child” who strived to impress his parents. Andy excelled in school and sports and generally listened to whatever his parents told him to do. Jim and Andy’s sister, Anne, also tended to try and stay on her parents’ good side. This created a family dynamic in which Jim often felt like the odd one out—it was as if he was always the bad guy in constant conflict with the rest of his family members.

As a child, he often expressed open resentment toward his siblings and wasn’t above teasing them as a means of expressing his disdain. His brother Andy would later recall that this teasing could be especially brutal at times. He once remarked, “I don’t know how many times I’d be watching TV and he’d come sit on my face and fart.” It’s almost hard to imagine this legendary rock star farting in his little brother’s face, but Jim Morrison was a flawed human being just like the rest of us, and as a child, he apparently acted up considerably.

The family kept right on moving in the meantime, heading over for another brief stint in Washington, D.C. by the early 1950s before returning to California once again. Steve would then get shipped off to serve in the Korean War, and his family would remain in Claremont, California, for the duration of his stint in Korea.

It was upon Steve Morrison’s return stateside that the family would then be packed up and sent on over to Albuquerque, New Mexico once again. They would only remain here a couple more years before the family was shipped back to California. For those who have never experienced frequent moves such as these, it can be hard to imagine just how destabilizing it can be. Jim, like many others in this situation, became emotionally numb from the strain and, at some point, simply gave up trying to fit in with his new classmates.

It has often been said that it was this instability during childhood that would cause Jim Morrison to be so restless later on in life. Refusing to put down roots, Morrison would famously prefer to spend much of his time in hotel rooms rather than million-dollar mansions. From a young age, he had learned to travel light as he watched and waited for the next thing to come along.


Chapter Two

Morrison, the Film Student

“Expose yourself to your deepest fear; after that, fear has no power, and the fear of freedom shrinks and vanishes. You are free.”

—Jim Morrison

By his later high school years, Morrison found himself in Alexandria, Virginia, attending George Washington High School. He would spend three years at this institution—longer than many of his other stints—before graduating in 1961. Upon graduating from school, Jim went to live with his father’s parents in Clearwater, Florida, where he enrolled in St. Petersburg Junior College.

It’s said that Morrison was so hesitant to choose a school that his parents picked St. Petersburg Junior College for him. At first glance, it might seem a bit callous on his parents’ part to sign him up for a school in Florida and ship him off to live with his grandparents, but it was probably the best option they could think of. Since Jim’s father Steve moved from base to base so frequently, Jim’s grandparents must have seemed like a rock of stability to fix young Jim to, so he could focus on his studies. Jim, for his part, did not disagree with the arrangements. He was familiar with Florida from when he had lived there in the past, and he would have at least a limited degree of the freedom he craved since he would get to live away from his parents.

Morrison arrived in Florida in September of 1961. He was not too thrilled about his coursework at the junior college, but at the time, he considered it the best option he had. As he would later put it, “I couldn’t think of anything else
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