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27: Jimi Hendrix

  Lucille Jeter Hendrix, Jimi Hendrix’s mother, was a 17-year-old schoolgirl when he was born, on 27 November 1942. By this time, Al Hendrix[1] – her 23-year-old husband – had been called up to serve in the US army, a private in the country’s war effort. Lucille and Al had married on 31 March 1942, after learning that Lucille was pregnant. Both were from backgrounds of extreme poverty. On each side there were ancestors who were slaves, slave-owners and Cherokees; Jimi was at least one-eighth Cherokee – when Jimi would play cowboys and Indians games as a child, he was always the Indian. 

  Al, Jimi’s father, had moved to Seattle from Vancouver, Canada, his place of birth. He had travelled 120 miles south to Washington State, in search of employment and opportunities to meet black women, rare in Vancouver. The local black community were suspicious of his motives and his Canadian roots. A deformity didn’t help matters: Al had six fingers on each hand, and superstition regarding such abnormalities was common. Al’s adamant insistence that Jimi should switch from his natural left-handedness may well have been informed by this experience – later he would even try to make Jimi play guitar right-handed. ‘My dad thought everything left-handed was from the devil,’ Leon Hendrix, Jimi’s younger brother, told the writer Charles Cross.[2] Al would come to insist that music itself was ‘the devil’s business’.[3] 

  When Al was drafted three days after their marriage, Lucille was still at high school, her parents both on welfare. She quit school and, despite being underage, the pregnant teenager took a job as a waitress in a bar, the Bucket of Blood. During low points in her job, she took to singing to the customers. Strikingly beautiful but definitively wild, Lucille would become the archetype for the frequently unstable women to whom Jimi would later be drawn – ‘electric ladies’, as he came to call them.

  With Al Hendrix away in the army, Lucille spent much of her time living in rooming houses, having relationships with other men even while pregnant, notably with one John Page. When her son was born, Lucille named him Johnny Allen Hendrix – there was a suggestion that the boy’s name was influenced by that of her lover, and unfounded whispers that Page might even be the father. Page took Lucille 200 miles south to Portland in Oregon, where she was hospitalised after her lover beat her. John Page was then sentenced to five years’ imprisonment under the Mann Act for taking Lucille over the state border at the age of seventeen. (After serving his time, Page reappeared in Lucille’s life in 1948, allegedly keen to pimp her as a prostitute. In a street-fight, Al boxed him out of their lives.) There were rumours that Lucille was neglecting her baby son, so Jimi was moved to Berkeley, California, and the home of a family friend, Mrs Champ, who had a young daughter named Celestine. 

  So who exactly was Jimi’s mother? The ruptured spleen, cirrhosis of the liver and hepatitis that eventually did for Lucille at thirty-three, a testament to her lifestyle, painfully illustrated what she considered her priorities. Lucille Jeter was a wild girl – hardly a woman – of the night, devoted to having a good time. Before she had lived out enough of her fantasies she had found herself pregnant by Al Hendrix at the age of seventeen – a baby having a baby. She was too young to have a child, especially as a woman who loved liquor and staying up all night dancing and smooching with men – not that she let being pregnant with Jimi get in the way of her devotion to having a good time. She was an erratic, dysfunctional party girl and a largely absent mother, but she became Jimi’s first female archetype, the template for his understanding of women. From a very young age, Jimi started to have some very bruising experiences. 

  As Jimi later recalled, ‘Dad was level-headed and religious, but my mother used to like having a good time and dressing up. She used to drink a lot and didn’t take care of herself, but she was a groovy mother. There were family troubles between my mother and father. They used to break up all the time and I always had to be ready to go tippy-toeing off to Canada. My brother and I used to go to different homes. I stayed mostly at my aunt’s and grandmother’s.

  ‘My grandmother’s a full-blooded Indian, that’s all. I used to spend a lot of time on her reservation in British Columbia. There’s a lot of them on the reservation, man, and it was really terrible. Every single house is the same, and it’s not even a house, it’s like a hut . . .

  ‘Yeah, my grandma is full-blooded Cherokee. She used to tell me beautiful Indian stories, and the kids at school would laugh when I wore the shawls and poncho things she made . . . There’s a lot of people in Seattle that have Indian mixed in them. It’s just another part of our family: that’s all.’[4]

  When Al was discharged from the army in September 1945, he took his son from Berkeley, California back to Seattle, where they moved into Lucille’s sister Delores’s apartment in the first racially integrated housing project in the United States. 

  This was the first time that Jimi had had a male figure in his life; for his part, his father had decided to divorce Lucille. But when she turned up at their home one day, Al was taken aback by the beautiful woman his schoolgirl bride had become: there was a strong physical attraction between them and they decided to try and keep their marriage together. The pair of them remained heavy drinkers, booze often worsening Al’s temper. Accordingly, Delores asked them to move, and Al found a room in a cheap hotel, which he paid for with his work at a slaughterhouse. He also legally changed his son’s name to James Marshall Hendrix. Jimi, though, ‘would never answer to James’, according to his brother Leon. ‘When we lived in the projects, there was a field house where every Saturday, if you brought a nickel, you could watch fifteen minutes of Buster Crabbe in Flash Gordon. So one day he came home, put a cape on and said, “My name is Buster.” We’ve been calling him Buster all our lives.’[5]

  As is the case with many black families in the United States, Jimi’s upbringing had its religious side. In the Pentecostal church attended by his father he observed and began to take part in the spiritual dancing and music, the songs of praise that were forever being changed and rearranged. His father being the proud owner of a classic record collection, at home Jimi’s life was lived out to a soundtrack of the blues: from Elmore James and Muddy Waters to Howlin’ Wolf and B.B. King. 

  Taking employment as a merchant seaman, Al embarked on a boat to Japan. When he returned, months later, Lucille had been evicted from the hotel for non-payment of the rent. 

  By 1947, Jimi’s mother and father had been given an apartment in another housing project. It was so tiny that Jimi (now commonly known as ‘Buster’) would sleep in a cupboard, where he would hide whenever his parents argued. At one point Lucille even moved out for a month and lived with a Filipino man. Increasingly withdrawn, Jimi developed a slight stutter, for which he would be teased when he started school. The stutter lasted all his life. Like many lonely kids, he also created an imaginary friend, whom he called Sessa; he was his constant companion. 

  Despite her errant ways and the earlier accusations of neglect, when Lucille was at home she was extremely loving, affectionate and friendly towards her son.

  That year, Lucille became pregnant again. The fractious relationship between Jimi’s parents calmed down. On 13 January 1948, Leon Hendrix was born, a healthy second son. By the end of the year, another boy had been born. Joseph Allen Hendrix had double rows of teeth, a club foot, a cleft palate and one leg shorter than the other. Each parent tried to blame the other for these abnormalities.

  Nervous of the expense involved in caring for his third son, Al began to emotionally withdraw. His latest job as a janitor, secured when he returned from sea, meant they had little money, and his sons were consistently undernourished. For a time, all three boys were sent to live with Al’s mother in Vancouver. On returning to Seattle, Jimi lived for a time with Delores. 

  A sister was born in 1950; she was blind from birth. A second sister was born the next year, and she also had health problems. Both these girls were put into foster care. 

  In late 1951, Lucille finally left Al, these tragic children weighing heavily on all concerned. In the subsequent divorce, Al was given custody of his sons. This was something of a technicality as they continued to be raised by their grandmothers and aunts. The exception was Joseph, who was made a ward of the state, a heartbreaking separation for the ten-year-old Jimi and a further rendering asunder of his family. This, as Al and Lucille both knew, was the only way their three-year-old son could receive the expensive medical treatment he needed. 

  In 1954, Leon was removed from under Al’s wing and put into foster care – the squalid conditions in which the boys lived with their father had come to the attention of the social services. Jimi had been looking after Leon at home, cooking food for his younger brother from a very early age. Fortuitously, Leon was lodged nearby, and the two brothers still saw each other daily. Buster came close to himself moving into Leon’s foster home, spending much time there. 

  At other times he would be with his aunt Dorothy.[6] ‘Doortee’, as he called her, had nine children, and Jimi was frequently over at her place, going to church with them on Sundays. A tirelessly conscientious mother, she worked two jobs to keep her children together, sleeping on the couch. These children noted the Hendrix boy’s extreme sensitivity, and his tendency to break into tears. ‘I’m going to leave here, and I’m going to go far, far away. I’m going to be rich and famous, and everyone here will be jealous.’ With considerable prescience, Jimi declaimed these words to his stable, upstanding aunt, perhaps because he could trust ‘Doortee’ with his inner belief.[7] 

  Roaming the streets for much of the time, Jimi exposed himself to danger. Years later, he told a girl that some time around his early teens he had been sexually assaulted by a man – a man in uniform, he said – a traumatic experience. His early life was clearly one of constant suffering: so bad were the living conditions at his father’s house that in 1955 there were further efforts to place him in care also. Al Hendrix managed to broker a compromise, lodging Jimi for a time in the nearby home of Al’s brother Frank. Frank’s wife, Pearl, was a ‘strong African American matriarchal figure’, according to Charles Cross.[8] 

  A quiet child who gradually revealed an imagination of startling originality, Jimi knew how to listen. He learned to speak only when he had something to say, which would often be encapsulated in just one sentence he would drop into a conversation. Meanwhile, the errant ways of Jimi’s mother were driving his father nuts. Lucille continued to make erratic entries and exits into and out of his sons’ lives, distractions from Al’s best efforts at establishing some order for them. Lucille’s demeanour hardly displayed her as a dependable role model.

  ‘My dad was very strict and taught me that I must respect my elders always. I couldn’t speak unless I
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