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PROFILE: 1960-'70

Queen of
theBlues

She was a real little earth-mama.
A child-woman who sang black
country blues gone electric. Her
husky voice rasped out the notes
and people said she was the
greatest white female blues singer
ever, and they always qualified it
like that — "white and female’.

Maybe, if she had lasted a few years
more, Janis could have made it all the way
to becoming the ‘greatest blues singer'.
Still, she was a legend in her own time.
She zapped in at the end of the twin-set,
pearls and brogues era — when girl singers
were either wholesome and happy, or
chirpily sexy and showed that being a
girl didn't automatically put you into one
of those moulds . . . in fact, she showed
you could be a girl and have soul.

Janis Joplin was an anachronism in her
small hometown of Port Arthur in Texas.
She was a beatnik weirdo who didn't fit
into the routine of small-town life at all.
Born there on January 19th, 1943, by the
time she was 14, the locals — with their
middle-class values and middle-income
habits — had decided she was some kind
of revolutionary. At high school she
dressed differently and cared about
different things, and as a result had few
friends that she could relate to. At this
stage though, neither she nor her family

younger brother Michael and younger
sister Laura had any great musical
leanings, but, according to her father, she
read, she painted and she thought.

By all accounts her teenage years were
typical of the '50s — boring, stifling and
endless. So, although it's difficult to
believe, as a teenager Janis was quiet,
introspective, lonely . and waiting.

Janis had pure animal grace as she
moved. Insert: Janis and Tina Turner
at a New York concert in November '69.
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Texas isn't the place for outrageous people,
and as Janis said, 'they laughed me out of
class, out of town and out of the state”

She also had to bear with the musical
mish-mash of the '50s the untainted
petting of the high school jingles, those
shallow old tunes that came floating out
of every transistor in town, with no
meaning, no guts, no bottom. She was 17
before she discovered the blues, in the
form of Leadbelly and Bessie Smith, and
for the next few years Bessie Smith was
her idol. She played her music endlessly,
and naturally she sang her songs n
an incredible blues moan that was light
years away from anything that was
happening musically in Texas at that time.
Years later, when Janis spoke of Bessie
Smith, she said, "“she showed me the air
and taught me how to fill it. She's the
reason | started singing really”. (Janis'
feelings for this biues queen were so
strong that she even organised a head
stone for her grave.)

Free Beer And Hillbillies

When Janis finished high school, she
began singing whenever she got the
opportunity. Locally, she began to gain a
reputation as a blues singer, mostly singing
in a little bar outside of Austin, Texas. [t
was a Saturday night place, with bring
your-own guitars, free beer and real live
hilibillies. Still, she hadn't yet escaped
the conformity of her upbringing, and so
enrolled at a college to study to be a
teacher — giving up the coffee-bar circuit
where she had been singing.

College life, however, was no more
appetising than that of high school, and
so when Chet Helms, an old friend of hers
appeared on the scene, she decided to
drop out of college and head for San
Francisco with him. She was only 18, and
California was a whole new waorld. She
stayed around there for five years, singing
in the bars and folk clubs, playing auto-
harp, and becoming a high-flying speed
freak who didn’t have too much going for
her. But she was learning to be free, and
no longer felt a monster in a world of
goody-goods.

Then, in the mid-'60s, the ‘under
ground’ started to really happen strongly
in California. The beards and hair flowed
unshaped and untamed. The clothes were
long, wild and spacey. They were
improvised, colourful and precious. They
were timeless in their non-adherence to a
fashion format. The vyoung lived in a
charming mix-up of squalor and beauty
brown rice and black beans, chenille
curtains, embroidered cushions, Spanish
pots and Tibetan prints, broken toilets and
bead curtains, blocked-up refrigerators, flax
matting and scrubbed wooden tables.
Wax-eyed friends flowed in and out, sipped
camomile tea, and carried enamelled snuff
boxes that belied the sagging ceilings
above them. And in all this, Janis sowed
her oats without a break, and in a speight
of burnt-out tiredness, decided to return
home and give the straight life one more
chance
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She sang the blues in her rawest, most sensuous fashion, letting her tearaway voice
out at full-throttle. This satin-shine, this tender tart, made them get up and move.

This was 1965, and it was the year that
San Francisco finally came together,
musically. Underground clubs started up
including the now legendary Fillmore
Auditorium. The psychedelic rockers and
the acid rockers came in the shape of
Jefferson Airplane, the Grateful Dead
Captain Beefheart, the Doors, Moby
Grape, Country Joe and the Fish, the Fugs
and Velvet Underground. They were mostly
community bands, friends who just
happened to come together and play for
fun. They were communal and tolerant,
and they were rebelling against material
istic and bigoted repression — it was love
versus violence

The mid-'60s were a time of acid art,
light shows — vibrating, merging splodges
of colour that biended silkily and serenely,
glowing milkily-pearlescent and translucent
across the walls. And their music reflected
this in intense details. Janis’ Texan friend
Chet Helms, who was organising the first
hippie dances at the Avalon Ballroom
(where Big Brother and the Holding Com
pany eventually established themselves)
became their manager. At the time
though, they needed another singer, and
Chet persuaded them that Janis was the
right one.

He drove to Texas to see her, and Janis

threw in college for the final time. Janis
and Big Brother — Sam Andrew and Jim
Gurley on guitars, Peter Albin on bass and
Dave Getz on drums regularly worked
the Avalon and other small gigs around
the Bay. Janis learned to fuse her blues
with the strength of Big Brother's power-
ful amplifiers. She discovered that the only
way to cope with an electric rock band
was to explode. She sang wild and free.
She screamed into that high-energy rock
music, and the hippies couldn't get
enough of her. Big Brother were fast
moving into the top group ratings, along
with the Grateful Dead and Jefferson
Airplane. Janis was living with Country Joe
at the time, and when their relationship
ended he wrote a song about her, called
Janis’ in his album “Fixin’ To Die’

She was singing wilder and louder than
ever and her voice hid her youth. It was
gravelly and gutsy, and it hollered
screeched and seduced everyone with its
raw caresses. It didn't take long before
Big Brother got an offer to record, from a
small Chicago outfit called Mainstream. It
was a disastrous liason, and the album
Big Brother And The Holding Company
wasn’t released until after the Monterey
Pop Festival, when the record company
were absolutely certain that they would



make a killing with it. Big Brother tried to
prevent its release, as they had improved
immensely in the interval, but the album
nevertheless soid fantastically (this was
still at a time when Janis was in the band,
rather than being the band).

Monterey Pop

Big Brother continued to gig andrehearse
three or four times a week, and Janis was
by now ripping into the blues with a blown-
out, earthy passion. The Monterey Pop
Festival of June ‘67 was the big break for
Janis and Big Brother, and after months
of practising in the Haight, they were ready
for it, and so were 50,000 love-freaks. It
was their first real festival, and they
turned on to the magic brew of love,
flowers and music. From Otis Redding to
Ravi Shankar the music was amazing, but
no one had any expectations of Big
Brother, who were relatively unknown
outside San Francisco. They had to follow
on from the Who and Hendrix . . . and
they made it.

Janis’ rendering of ‘Big Mama’ and "Ball
And Chain’ broke the place apart, and they
couldn’t get enough of her. It all came out
front — her tough, hooker voice tore at their
insides. She was a mean blues singer with
sex flowing out to the audience in a hot,
full rush. It was crude and rough and
tremendously important. Janis was the big
discovery of the festival and the rock critics
couldn’t write enough about her. Her pure
animal grace as she moved and stomped —
letting her tearaway voice out at full-throttle

whipped her audience again and again
into a frenzy of applause.

Big Brother had arrived, and Janis had
made the transition from a street-singer to
a rock star. By January ‘68, they had signed
with Albert Grossman - then managing
Bob Dylan — and were ready to start tour-
ing. By the end of August, their tours had
included the Fillmore East and the Newport
Folk Festival, and Jants had become a true,
husky-voiced earth-mama vyelling her
aching hurt. She said, ‘she’d rather not sing
than sing quiet’, and she fiooded her fans
with her deep anguish. Her whisky-soaked,
Southern Comfort voice could touch on a
tender quietness too, but it was her wailing
and whoring moaning that plugged the
audience into her.

Janis controlled the entire audience with
her body. She tore right into them, with her
breasts and hair and beads flying, her
clothes the ultimate in extravagance:

‘Are your clothes matching your soul?
Your soul goes through changes, you're
always feeling all things at once. So why
not wear all things at once — its groovy,
its real.’

Her spaced-out clothes amazed and
delighted every male in the audience. She
dripped feathers and bangles as her
impassioned voice blasted the lids off their
minds. Her satin and silk slipped tight over
her heaving breasts as she groaned into
the cold steel microphone.

In her no-faking, tender-tart clothes, she
whipped herself into a lather of frenzied

singing and boogying. It was a huge and raw
performance, and gradually the band fell
further and further behind her. However,
when ‘Cheap Thrills’ came out in September
‘68, it earned a Gold Record almost
immediately. The band had a full rock sound
and Janis came across as a powerful,
confident singer. Some of the best tracks
were ‘Summertime’, ‘Piece Of My Heart’
and ‘Turtle Blues’, written by Janis herself:

‘lonce had a daddy,

He said he'd give me everything in sight.

So/lsaid, honey, | want the sunshine,
yeah,

An’take the stars out of the night.”

Soon after the success of 'Cheap Thrills’,
Janis and Big Brother split up. Their fina!
concert together was appropriately enough
with Chet Helms’ Family Dogg. Janis
antagonised a lot of her fans with the
split, but there were too many tensions
for the band to be able to hold together
any longer.

She had difficulty choosing a new band,
telling a good sax from a faker. She was
doing a mammoth task, virtually carrying
the whole band by herself. She wanted a
thicker sound — a soul sound — and the final
line-up was Sam Andrew (from Big Brother),
lead guitar; Bill King, organ; Marcus
Doubleday, trumpet; Terry Clements on alto
sax (both formerly of the Electric Flag and
Buddy Miles Express); Brad Campbell, bass;
and Ron Markowtiz, drums. She toured
with them until December '69, and although
they never bombed out completely, they
were never much more than a back-up
band, and somehow never quite captured
the magic of Big Brother. They had recorded
an album called 'Kozmic Blues’, which was
released in November ‘69 and received
very mixed reviews, although it was
generally agreed that 'Work Me Lord’,
‘Try’ and ‘One Good Man’, had all the
tough. appealing essence of Janis in them.
But for all that, her voice had not
heightened its magic. and critics began to
ask her if her voice was going. With her
usual below-the-belt bounce. she replied:
"'People like their blues singers dying: they
don’t like them rocking — I'm rocking, at
least ! think I am.”

She was right, she was first and fore-
most a blues singer, and there 1s a tradition
attached to that tag, one of ‘hardship,
tragedy and early death’. Janis’ answer to
that was: "“Just have a good time. | juice
up real good and that’'s what | have. Man,
I'd rather have 10 years of superhyper-
most, than live to be 70 by sitting in some
goddam chair watching TV. Right now is
where you are, how can you wait?”

Full-Tilt Boogie Band

In mid-April, 1970, Janis re-appeared
with  Big Brother and the Holding
Company (plus Nick Gravenites) at the
Filmore West. They played all their old
numbers and everyone loved them. But
everything really came together for Janis
in May, when she formed her Full-Tilt
Boogie Band. The five-piece band included

John Till, lead guitar; Brad Campbell, bass;
Richard Bell, piano; Ken Pearson, organ
and Clark Pierson, drummer.

The group was on the same wavelength
as Janis, and the effect was five really
good musicians making a tight sound and
playing as if they'd been together for years.
Their first official gig was on June 12th
1970, at Freedom Hall in Louisville, and it
was wilder and more magical than any-
thing that had ever happened for Janis
before. She sang the blues in her rawest,
most jean-creaming fashion, and everyone
rocked in their seats as her high energy
poured over them in endless waves. Her
voice blew the walls apart and this tender
tart made them get up and move. She was
a sensuous satin-shine, who would sing
until she dropped.

By September, they had almost finished
recording their album, with Paul Rothchild
as producer. It included two tracks written
by Janis, 'Mercedes Benz' and 'Move
Over’, Kris Kristofferson’s memorable ‘Me
And Bobby McGee’, and one that said
everything there was to say about Janis,
"Get It While You Can’. They were mostly
slower numbers than before, and when the
album was posthumously released as
‘Pearl’, it played like a tribute to a great
lady who had been buried alive in the
blues.

Dual Deaths

She died on October 3rd, 1970, after
accidentally injecting an overdose of heroin
into her arm. Another death had been
added to the toll of artists who had been
at Monterey — Otis Redding, Brian Jones,
Al Wilson, Hendrix and then Janis. Hendrix
had died only three weeks before, and the
similarity in both their lives and deaths was
uncanny. They were both 27, and had both
made it big at Monterey. They both poured
out solid sexuality on the stage, and were
both preparing new songs with new bands
to reinstate themseives as rock stars.
Lastly, they both neutralised their lives
with narcotics.

It seemed as though no one ever
realised how lonely and insecure Janis
was, or how much she depended on drugs.
Yet she gave them a clue when she said,
“I'm going to write a song about making
love to 25,000 people in a concert and
then going back to my room alone.” Her
world was up onstage, and that was a
reality that could only extend to a couple
of hours a day. It was her high, her
Nirvana, her pinnacle of pleasure. How
then could the rest of the day match up?
The surreal world of plastic planes, shiny
tiled motels, coffin-sized concrete dressing-
rooms and pre-packaged food was too
hard to take. It was inevitable that
Southern Comfort would not always be
enough. As Deborah Landau in her book
Janis Joplin — Her Life And Times said:

‘What more lonely way to die, than alone
in a motel room in Los Angeles, feeling
great and being that careless, blowing
the whole thing, all alone, quietly before
she was ready.’
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BLACK MUSIC: 1968-'74

Reggae
Soul of Jamaica

By the summer of 1969, those
white, working-class kids in "bovver
boots’ and Army parkas whose
hedgehog haircuts had attracted the
label of 'skinheads’ had completely
invaded the seclusion and introver-
sion of the West Indian reggae
music scene in Britain.

By the time the skinheads had departed
in 1970 after only two years, this tempo-
rary white London youth culture had com-
pletely transformed the relevance of
reggae music — which they had used
proudly as their anthem during that time —
to the music world as a whole. From being
the only real underground music around by
1968, reggae music by 1970 had gained
permanent national importance in Britain;
because now it was being played in the
white clubs, it was making the pop charts,
and it was being featured regularly on the
radio and on TV programmes like Top Of
The Pops. And the effects of this new
popularity were being felt.

Up to 1968, the Jamaican sound
systems in Britain were confined mainly to
‘house parties’, pubs and clubs, which
had only allowed space for ethnic enter-
tainment after much hard bargaining and
false-promise persuasion on the part of the
eager DJs. After the skinheads appeared in
the latter part of 1968, the places which
the sound systems had really wanted all
along — the large Public Bath halls, the
Town Halls, and London’s downtown clubs
like the Flamingoand the Twenties, suddenly
became available and accessible. The sound
systems could now get around, they could
spread the music far and wide, and the
white kids loved it. Amazingly, there was
hardly any resentment or hostility after the
two groups had grown used to each other.

Previously, reggae artists had been
scorned artistically by fellow musicians,
and their music had been dismissed as
primitive and repetitive by countiess pop
music critics who together had the effect
of making many reggae musicians switch
to either pop, pop-reggae, or soul music,
or packing it in altogether.

Only a few critics had ever found any-
thing in the music to which they could
relate freely and honestly, and in fact the
whole ethnic reggae culture had either
been ignored or put down by the enter-
tainment media and aggravated or intimi-
dated by others, including ‘the law’.

But whereas all this had been the case
up to 1970, by 1973 the same media -
press, TV and screen — had found some
way of praising that same culture.

West Indian singer, Jimmy Cliff

By the mid-'70s, in fact, Jamaican
music is showing every sign of becoming
an international music. It would not have
reached this stage so soon but for the boom
it enjoyed when the skinheads adopted it
as their own music. And the skinhead trend
would still have happened had the two
major British reggae labels, Island Records
and B&C Music (Trojan Records), never
been in existence, because it started and
ended with the sound systems who got
their records straight from the studios
back home in the West Indies. Neverthe-
less, without the countless records that
have been released by Trojan Records,
which stand as proof of the many great
sounds to have come out of Jamaica, then
surely the world would not be nearly so
aware of reggae music today.

When, in 1961, Jamaican music first
became available on discs in British record
shops, the label was called Blue Beat, and
the company was known as Melodisc
Records. Jamaicans knew the music as
ska, but everyone else called it Blue Beat,
since by then they had got used to ska
sounds appearing on that label. So in
Britain, ska became widely known as
Blue Beat, even when it appeared on
another label such as Island.

Island Blue Beat

The white Jamaican head of Island
Records, Chris Blackwell, arrived in Britain
in 1962, bringing with him the exceptional
Jamaican vocalist Jackie Edwards. Together
with David Betteridge, an Englishman with
experience in record distribution, the three
set up in business as Island Records. ‘Tell
Me Darling’, one of Edwards’ best-ever
tunes was made in Britain in the same
year, but the singer was more intent on
composing for other people.

Island’s first real success in ska came
with Millicent Smith in 1963. Her record,
‘My Boy Lollipop’, made both the British
and US pop charts and became the first
Jamaican record to have such success,
and a tour followed for Millie with Black-
well as her manager. Other very good tunes
like ‘Miss Jamaica’ by Jimmy Cliff in 1962,
and ‘Soon You'll Be Gone’ by the Blues
Busters were released on Island.

Like any other music, ska tunes varied
in style and composition. In the beginning
the ska tunes were really rhythmic ballads
with an Ra&B flavour — like Owen Gray's
‘Darling  Patricia’,  Kentrick  Patrick’s
‘Golden Love’, or Jackie Opel's 'Cry Me A
River’. When Prince Buster started making
tunes for himself to play on his own sound
system back home, he re-defined ska with
tunes like ‘Wash Wash’, ‘Hard Man Fi
Dead’ and ‘Lion Of Judah'.

One of the other really different ska
styles was produced by Byron Lee and the
Dragonaires. They played soft, middle-
class folk ska like ‘Island In The Sun’ or
‘Yellow Bird’, and were given the title of
‘top band’ in the West Indies by the people
who had the ‘say’ . . . but not the ‘feel'.
They were sent to the 1964 New York
World’s Fair, and not surprisingly were a
relative let-down. But ‘Jamaica Ska’, a
much more earthy ska number in the
hard-riff style, continued the band’s
popularity in the West Indies. At this
time, in fact, they were the only band who
could afford to tour the Caribbean Islands,
but they had learned from the best of the
ska merchants — The Skatallites.

The Skatallites’ music was always very
vibrant, and they were noted for the
intensity and excitement which was always
evident in their music. They were the first
Jamaican ‘supergroup’, and most of their
numbers were instrumentals which lent
themselves to a new type of dancer, ‘the
shuffler’. The records they produced were
many — ‘Man In The Street’, 'Silver Dollar’,
‘Dr. Decker’, ‘Eastern Standard Time' —
and few if any went unpraised.

The only groups that ever seriously
rivalled the Skatallites were Justin Hines
and the Dominoes, who made memorable
tunes which were big Jamaican hits such
as ‘Carry Go Bring Come’, ‘Rub Up Push
Up’ and 'Penny Reel O’; and the Vikings,
a very fine instrumental ska band who
played on many of the Maytals’ earliest
tunes, and backed other vocal groups like
the Walilers.

By 1964, when a white, ‘underground’
scene was starting to flourish in Britain,
Island started to divert their attention to
rock music. At this time an Asian-Jamaican
exile, Lee Gopthal, established B&C Records,
which grew rapidly as he quickly gained
control of several retail outlets for his
records and built up a successful chain of
shops which became known as Musicland
or Music City. Gopthal and his four part-
ners in B&C undertook distribution by
themselves — it was the least expensive
way — and if it was hard work, it was also
very rewarding. These shops and stalls
were concentrated in the heavy West
Indian areas of London like Shepherds
Bush, Brixton, or Stoke Newington . . .
and the discs sold like hot cakes. On
Friday and Saturday afternoons especially,
the black crowds displayed their colourful
ways and boastful exuberance freely,
encouraged by the loud music from the
market shops and stalls.

It was big business. Young, enthusiastic
Jamaicans soon realised that since these
shops could supply the music from back
home so readily, they too could start up a
little sound system and maybe become as
popular as their Jamaican counterparts.
Almost overnight, sound systems sprang
up in London, and after a little while the
DJs found ways of getting the records
direct from back home without the assis-
tance of the ethnic shops. Yes, it was big
business, good business. Where in 1963
there had been only three sound systems
of any real repute on hire to parties, pubs
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