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Advance Praise

“Eric, oh man—he was the one keeping our little circus on track. You can imagine those times during the Charmed Life and Cyberpunk tours what kind of crazy shit we got up to, but Eric made sure every show was perfection. I still consider him my close friend and someone with a world’s worth of knowledge. There are so many times in my life since then that I wished he was still there guiding my musical path, telling me the stories of his fantastic journey. Those years are etched forever into who I am.”

—Mark Younger-Smith, guitarist and writing partner of Billy Idol

“I had no idea that Eric was Jimi Hendrix’s entire crew; that he was tour manager, lighting director, and dear friend to David Bowie . . . ’til much later in our relationship. That being said, until you’ve woken up to Eric Barrett literally jumping up and down on your hotel room bed, screaming obscenities at you . . . because you overslept and missed the lobby call, you have no concept of how important everything you do on the road is and what a great tour manager has to put up with!”

—Waddy Wachtel, guitarist for Linda Ronstadt, Fleetwood Mac, Keith Richards, James Taylor, and Iggy Pop, among others; cowriter of Warren Zevon’s “Werewolves of London”

“Eric Barrett, one of the most respected tour managers in the music industry, worked with me for years, and we had some great times together. Nobody beats a Scotsman for funny! And nobody beats Eric for fierce—as he mentions in this wonderful memoir, he was my defender and protector while we were on tour in Australia in 1979. Eric was always the grownup in the room and was masterful at solving problems and making everything run smoothly.”

—Linda Ronstadt

“There are songwriters, producers, engineers, inventors, performance artists, bluesmen, and, of course, guitar players (and the rest of us mortals), and then there is Jimi Hendrix. Here it is documented by one of the few men who was there to help facilitate Jimi’s genius.”

—Joe Perry, Aerosmith

“Experienced feels like a backstage pass to Jimi’s talented, tormented life—a life lived large and led at a furious pace. Eric Barrett riffs like one of the master’s iconic solos. He has managed to capture a true artist hellbent on pushing at the boundaries of cosmic self-expression in order to produce a more ferocious and lasting form of rock ’n’ roll.”

—Bob Spitz, author of The Beatles: The Biography and The Rolling Stones: The Biography

“There has never been a book about Jimi Hendrix that has the unfiltered, raw intimacy of this memoir from his former roadie and friend Eric Barrett. Experienced offers a vivid portrait of both Hendrix’s brilliance and his vulnerability. It’s a rare, invaluable document of the apex of rock ’n’ roll in the late 1960s.”

—Danny Goldberg, author of Bumping Into Geniuses and Serving the Servant: Remembering Kurt Cobain

“Experienced: On the Road with Jimi Hendrix and Beyond is the first book I’ve read—and I’ve read plenty—that captures the man, not the myth. Eric Barrett was there, and he brings Hendrix into focus as a working musician, a flawed genius, and, just as importantly, a genuinely cool hang.”

—Brad Tolinski, author of Light & Shade: Conversations with Jimmy Page and Blow by Blow: The Jeff Beck Story

“An affectionate and intimate portrait of the greatest guitarist of all time. Eric Barrett witnessed the highs and lows of Jimi Hendrix at his peak and offers firsthand insight into a complicated, troubled genius—as well as epic tales about his own encounters with other rock megastars.”

—Alan Light, former editor-in-chief of Spin and Vibe magazines; author of Don’t Stop: Why We (Still) Love Fleetwood Mac’s Rumours
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FOREWORD

With great respect and deep admiration, I dedicate these words to Eric Barrett—a man whose quiet authority and unwavering presence helped guide some of the most important musical moments of our time.

During my years as Musical Director for David Bowie, I had the privilege of working alongside Eric on a series of landmark tours, including:

• Young American (1975)

• Station to Station Tour (1976)

• Isolar II—The 1978 World Tour

• Serious Moonlight Tour (1983)

On each of these journeys, Eric was the backbone of the operation—the steady hand behind the spectacle, the unseen architect ensuring that every moving part aligned so that the music could soar.

But Eric’s story reaches even further back—into the mythic fabric of rock history itself.

Before Bowie . . . there was Jimi Hendrix.

Like so many of us, I had placed Hendrix on a pedestal so high that it felt unreachable, almost otherworldly. Yet there I stood, night after night, working beside a man who had been his right hand on the road.

That realization never left me. It was more than proximity; it was perspective. The so-called six degrees of separation collapsed into one.

And through Eric, history spoke. Backstage . . . between soundchecks . . . in the quiet moments when the lights dimmed and the noise faded. Eric carried with him all those stories. Jimi’s stories, David’s stories, my stories. Not mythology. Not legend. But truth. Firsthand accounts of moments that shaped the very language of modern music.

He didn’t just witness history, he helped hold it together. All those experiences, those nights, those decisions, those flashes of brilliance and chaos. They all live within Eric Barrett. And to listen to him is to step inside those moments as they happened.

So I say this to anyone fortunate enough to hear him speak or read his testimony: Pay attention.

Because these are not stories passed down through time, they are lived truths, carried by a man who stood at the center of it all.

Eric Barrett represents a rare kind of greatness, the kind that does not seek the spotlight but without which the spotlight could never shine.

A master tour manager. A trusted steward of genius. A guardian of the road.

And to me? A living bridge between the legends we revere and the reality we were privileged to create.

With gratitude, respect, and brotherhood—I honor you, Eric.

Carlos Alomar

Guitarist / Songwriter / Music Director for David Bowie

May 28, 2026




PROLOGUE

That End-of-Tour Feeling

October 2013

There comes a point on a tour when all the shows start to merge as one, even when the band is as memorable as Aerosmith. The final show on this leg of the tour was in Mexico City, although it could just as easily have been in Rome or Paris or Madrid or New York or London or Sydney or Rio.

I watched from my usual spot at the side of the stage, my whole body reverberating to the beat of Joey Kramer’s drums. There was no better place to experience a show than perched in the wings of the stage—close enough to feel the warmth of the lights, to catch the beads of sweat flying from Joe Perry’s face. I could see the orange glow of a tuner display as the instrument tech prepared Tom Hamilton’s replacement bass. And I could almost taste the fizz of excitement from the kids at the front, all pressed against the lip of the stage at Steven Tyler’s feet.

It was October 2013. I was sixty-seven years old. I’d been touring and watching from the side of the stage like this for nearly fifty years. And I’d still never lost the raw thrill of a live rock show.

I began touring in the sixties with a couple of bands that for most people have long since slipped from memory. Then I was plucked from obscurity when I landed a job with the Jimi Hendrix Experience. That moment changed everything in my life. I worked Jimi’s era-defining gigs at Woodstock and the Isle of Wight, through the peak of that extraordinary musician’s career. I’d started as a roadie and guitar technician, driving the truck, setting up the equipment, and repairing instruments for Jimi and the band. By the time of his tragic death in 1970, I had the pleasure of calling Jimi Hendrix a friend. I was one of only a handful of people fortunate enough to be part of his trusted inner circle, people who were as close to him as the heat of his flame could ever allow.

After he passed, with a heavy heart I headed back out on the road, initially as a lighting director for James Taylor, then progressing to tour manager for, among others, David Bowie, Linda Ronstadt, Cat Stevens, Carole King, Madonna, and Lionel Richie. After six years as the day-to-day manager to Billy Idol, who lived every day like it was his last night on tour, I went back out on the road with the likes of Luther Vandross, Chicago, George Michael, Lenny Kravitz, Journey, Korn, and for three world tours, Aerosmith.

But none of that would have happened if I hadn’t been hired by Jimi first. It was Jimi’s name that opened all the other doors for me. It wasn’t something I ever tried to exploit, but having his name on my résumé always carried a huge amount of weight. It somehow made me cool by association. No matter what I did afterward, or who I worked for, I’d be forever known as “Jimi Hendrix’s roadie.”

When I was managing tours for Lenny Kravitz, he was very close friends with Denzel Washington. The first time Lenny introduced me, he said, “This is my tour manager, Eric.” Denzel nodded. Nothing more. Polite enough but obviously not keen to engage. Then Lenny added, “He used to be Jimi Hendrix’s roadie.”

Instantly, Denzel’s entire demeanor changed. He pushed me in the chest and exclaimed, “Get the hell out of here!” He then vigorously shook my hand and asked me a ton of questions about Jimi. He couldn’t have been more effusive. Suddenly, I’d become cool enough for a movie star to get all excited about.

That’s what Jimi’s name could do.

I crossed paths with many musicians who were endlessly fascinated by Jimi, too. When I first met Stevie Ray Vaughan, he knew who I was before I’d even introduced myself and wanted to know everything about Jimi. Terence Trent D’Arby had a hugely successful first album in the late eighties that spawned hit singles like “Wishing Well” and “Sign Your Name” and earned him a Grammy award. Somewhat embarrassingly, when he heard that I’d worked for Jimi, he dropped to his knees in front of a crowd of people and kissed my hand. When I accompanied Tom Petty on a promotional tour of Europe for his debut solo album, Full Moon Fever, we began every morning the same way. A car would pick us up from the hotel and drive us to the next city. After a few minutes of chitchatting, Tom would sit back and in that slow Southern drawl of his say, “Eric, tell me stories of what it was like in the sixties working for Jimi.”

As I stood at the side of the Mexico City stage watching Aerosmith, I reflected on how it was my experience with Jimi that had brought me to this place. It had helped me to forge a fifty-year career running tours. Fifty years managing road crews and tour finances, dealing with promoters, venue managers, and ticketing agents. Fifty years getting everyone where they needed to be, on time and in one piece. I’d bailed people out of jail; paid off groupies, hookers, and photographers. I’d talked down angry wives and angry boyfriends and even angrier managers of wrecked hotels. I’d solved all manner of problems and put out hundreds of fires, literally as well as figuratively. Hell, I’d even been pulled into situations where I was asked to break the law—anything to ensure that life on the road ran smoothly for the artists who employed me.

I’d been a fixer, babysitter, nose-wiper, friend, bodyguard, nursemaid, and janitor. To some, I was a confidant or a shoulder to cry on. For others, an alibi, someone to lie to their significant others or cover up for them when they’d fucked up. For one or two, I was little more than a servant. For a kid from a council estate in Glasgow who’d grown up with nothing but a head full of dreams, it had been an incredible, electrifying ride. I’d traveled the globe, put on shows in every music venue from the Cavern in Liverpool and the Marquee Club in London to the Hollywood Bowl, Radio City, and Copacabana Beach.

I’d been drinking buddies with some of the wild men of rock: Keith Moon and John Entwistle of The Who, Lemmy from Motörhead, and John Bonham from Led Zep. I’d woken up next to groupies, models, and musicians. I’d done more cocaine and amphetamines than my body could handle and lived through some amazing highs and despairing lows.

For decades, I’d lived like a rock star and witnessed music history being made. But by the time Aerosmith took that stage in Mexico City, I had privately decided that I was done with the life of a rock ’n’ roll tour manager. After this show, I’d officially hang up my backstage pass for the final time. But, of course, watching the biggest band in the world as they reached the end of their final gig of a draining tour was a truly momentous occasion. From my vantage point in the wings, I watched as Joe Perry ripped into a guitar solo at the climax of “Walk This Way.” A tsunami of energy rolled in off the crowd. It was palpable. I felt it like I felt the heat from the lights.

Steven Tyler must’ve felt it, too. As he sang the chorus, he started throwing his mic stand around like it weighed no more than a conductor’s baton, vibrating with the energy of a man half his age. A tingle ran down my spine. What a way to earn a living, I thought, a rock ’n’ roll star feeding off the buzz of a crowd. No wonder it was so hard for anyone to ever give this up.

While the guys took a short break before the encore, I went to check on the limos out back. There were five of them lined up like sentries by the backstage exit—one for each member of the band. There was a bodyguard inside each limo and a police escort waiting to usher us to the airport as soon as the gig was over. My assistant had everything under control, but I always liked to be on hand, ready for the unexpected.

The truth was, by the time the house lights went down each night and the show began, my job was largely completed. I’d always watch the first four songs from the front of house to make sure that the sound and lighting were perfect, then I’d move to my spot at the side of the stage to enjoy the rest of the show.

When the encore finished, the band stripped off their sweaty clothes, pulled on some clean ones (they’d shower at the airport), and were inside their limos before any of the audience had even made it to the front doors. As always, I jumped into rhythm guitarist Brad Whitford’s limo. He looked a mixture of exhausted and pumped.

“How was it, Eric?” he said.

I smiled and told him the truth: “Awesome show, Brad.”

If it hadn’t been the last gig of the tour, my phone would’ve been ringing and I would’ve been answering versions of that same question four more times. Each member of the band always wanted to know if the sound was good enough, if the lighting was right, if we needed to upgrade any of the crew before the next show, et cetera, et cetera. But that night, the South American leg of the tour was over, and the band had a seven-month break, so there was no upcoming show to improve upon. My phone stayed silent all the way to the airport.

After the guys had cleaned up, we sat quietly in the lounge waiting for our flights back to the States. There’s always a distinct end-of-tour feeling after the final show. Having been on the road together for most of the last eighteen months, all conversation had been exhausted. I could tell everyone’s thoughts were just on getting home.

I hadn’t told anyone that I was retiring yet, that this had been my last show. Primarily because, when I got back to LA, I still had another month’s work ahead of me to shut everything down. I had to make sure the band’s equipment got back to where it needed to be; the sound, lighting, video, and trucking companies all got paid; I had to review the financials with the tour accountant. Secondly, giving up this life was no easier for me than it was for any of the artists I’d toured with over the years. I understood why so many found it impossible to resist the allure of one more tour, one more show.

When the flight to Los Angeles was called, I said my goodbyes. Deep down, I knew that I was saying goodbye not just to them, but to this whole lifestyle. I boarded the plane with Steven and his assistant, and took my seat.

I’ve always found that there’s something painfully melancholy about flying home late at night. The hush of the dark cabin, the yellow lights flickering at the tip of the wings, the heartbeat thrum of the engines. It had my thoughts drifting back to the past like vapor trails, disappearing markers of a route once taken.

My mind strayed back to the late 1960s when my time on the road with Jimi Hendrix had begun. I was just a kid then, traveling the world with other kids making music, getting high, and meeting girls. But looking back now, I realized we were pioneers in the early days of the rock ’n’ roll traveling circus, creating the template that was still being used by acts touring today. I’d spent my adult life re-treading the paths that I’d help clear all those years ago as a wide-eyed twenty-one-year-old, traveling the world with a musician who would come to define a generation.




CHAPTER 1

Baptism of Fire

May 1968

“MAKE IT WORK!! Make it work, you——!!!”

He was standing less than two feet away from me, but whatever expletive he yelled was drowned out by the sudden surge of sound from the wall of speakers on the stage behind him.

It sounded bloody awful.

I handed him his change of guitar and tried to explain that it was the power surges from the Italian electrical supply that was causing the problem, not the equipment. But he couldn’t hear me any better than I could hear him. All he saw was his new roadie making excuses for the crappy sound. And it was clearly infuriating the hell out of him.

He yelled “Make it work!” again and again, spitting fury, his words absorbed by the blackhole of wavering sound from Mitch’s drums and Noel’s bass. The power ebbed and flowed again. He kicked the amps in frustration. The inconsistent current meant they weren’t putting out enough wattage and he couldn’t get the distortion he wanted.

He was pissed off, and my hangover was really starting to bite.

The abuse kept rolling, and there was nothing I could do about that or the quality of the sound. I was two songs into my first gig with the Jimi Hendrix Experience, and I couldn’t imagine how things could have gone any worse. It certainly wasn’t what I expected when I accepted the job earlier that morning.

At 1 A.M. that day, I’d been the roadie for Keith Emerson’s band, the Nice—my second job in the music business. Then, after an evening of heavy drinking, I’d bumped into Mitch Mitchell and Noel Redding from the Jimi Hendrix Experience at a London nightclub called Blaises. I’d worked with bands on the same bill as them in the past, and I’d frequently drunk with them at The Ship on Wardour Street, a pub that used to double as a job center for musicians and crew looking for work. I’d become quite friendly with them both and they’d even introduced me to Jimi before. He was much shyer than Noel and Mitch and always surrounded by star-struck girls. Our interactions had never progressed beyond a smile or nod of acknowledgment.

By now, Mitch and Noel were big stars themselves and were instantly recognizable: Two white English boys with huge afros and wild, brightly colored clothing. They told me that the band had just arrived in London and was ready to begin a short European tour, but they were missing a roadie. Their last roadie had walked out on them in the States after taking too much acid and freaking out. It may have been just a bad trip or a full-on breakdown, but he’d dumped the equipment in a truck outside their hotel, left the keys in the ignition, and disappeared with a girl on his arm, never to be heard from again. So, did I want the job?

I must’ve said yes, of course, although the truth is I had no memory of it. In fact, the next thing I remember is waking up at 7:30 the following morning at the Adrian Hotel—a bed-and-breakfast near Russell Square and my “home” back then. The landlady, Elsie, was banging on my door telling me there was a phone call for me. I had a pounding headache and a queasy stomach and no idea where I’d been the night before.

I trudged down the stairs feeling awful and picked up the phone. It was Gerry Stickells, the tour manager for the Experience, who I’d also met at gigs with the Nice. He’d spoken to Mitch and Noel and wanted to know if I could make the noon flight to Milan. It took a moment and then everything from our booze-soaked conversation the night before came flooding back.

I told Gerry that I’d have to check with Keith Emerson first and would call him back. “Okay, but be quick,” said Gerry. “If you can’t do it, I’ll have to find someone else.”

As soon as I spoke to Keith, he didn’t hesitate. He told me to jump at the opportunity and wished me good luck. And that was it; I was the new roadie for the Jimi Hendrix Experience. I was simultaneously extremely excited and extremely hungover, two sensations that would become very familiar to me over the next three years.

This was a dream come true. The opportunity to work for an act as big as Jimi Hendrix didn’t happen often in life. I silently whispered a prayer of thanks, packed a small bag, and kissed the landlady, Elsie, on the cheek goodbye. I had a flight to catch.

When I landed in Milan that afternoon, I got a taste of the trouble that lay ahead, and my excitement started to wane a little. The Italian customs officers were on some sort of go-slow industrial action and refused to release the band’s gear until the next day, even though we had two sold-out shows booked at the Piper Club that evening.

Eventually, the local promoter managed to bribe the right people and they released the equipment. I took one look at it and my excitement faded further. Either the last roadie had taken some of his acid-fueled angst out on the gear or the long journey from the States had not been kind to it. Either way, it was a mess of bare wires, broken pedals, and shattered hot tubes.

In those days, the band didn’t have protective road cases for their equipment. It was all shipped in cardboard boxes. The transport was different back then, too. When I worked for Aerosmith, we had fourteen or fifteen trucks full of equipment, along with six tour buses. The three members of the Experience were driven around in a car by Gerry. And all we had to transport the gear was Italy’s smallest van.

I loaded the boxes into the back and then onto the roof of the tiny van. With everything balanced precariously, I got into the passenger seat and asked the Italian driver to take it easy, so we didn’t lose any equipment on the way. But he didn’t speak a lick of English and drove off like a bat out of hell. We’d already missed the first show, so I was more worried about getting the equipment—and me—to the venue in one piece for the second show.

When we skidded to a halt outside the venue, another deflating sight greeted me. Rather than disappoint the first audience, the promoter had decided to simply cram the audience for the second show into the club as well. Since there was no stage door, the only way I could get the gear onto the stage was by squeezing it through the overpacked crowd of very irate Italians, all of whom refused to budge an inch from their hard-won spots on the floor. Since the show was beginning much later than planned, a lot of the crowd were already drunk and angry. Gerry and I were pushed, punched, and cursed at as we made our way back and forth to the stage, nearly getting into a couple of fistfights.

The more agitated the crowd became, the more the promoter urged us to get the show going before a riot started. He looked genuinely scared for his life. Gerry and I set up the equipment as best we could. So much of it needed repair that I told Gerry it shouldn’t be anywhere near a stage. But the idea of delaying the show further was unthinkable at that point, so we fixed what we could and kept our fingers crossed.

The band had been waiting in the hotel but had become bored and asked to come to the venue. They quickly regretted that decision. The dressing room was the size of a broom closet and offered little insulation from the jeers of the angry crowd.

Gerry and I finally scampered off stage, happy to be out of reach of the hostile Italians. When Jimi and the band took the stage and the first notes rang out, the audience went wild—all that pent-up aggression finally had an outlet. Gerry and I exchanged glances and sighed with relief.

That relief was short-lived. Halfway through the opening number, Jimi was shooting me daggers and mouthing undecipherable words at me. I eventually worked out that he was having a problem with the amps—there was an annoying buzzing noise coming from them—so Gerry and I moved to the back of the stage to replace the hot tubes.

At the start of the second number, Jimi was fuming. In between all the yelling and scowling, I figured out that the amps were still buzzing, the wah-wah pedal had died, the Fuzz Face had stopped working, and Mitch’s drums had started to fall over. Coupled with the erratic power supply, it was making Jimi livid. He yelled more abuse at me, thankfully all drowned out by the music. This wasn’t the gentle, mellow guy everyone had told me about. He was a tyrant.

Jimi pushed his guitar into my hands. It wouldn’t stay in tune and he wanted another. That was an easy fix—we had dozens of guitars ready to go—but repairing the rest of the gear mid-show was going to be much harder. I handed him another guitar, grabbed my tool kit, and scampered over to Mitch’s drum kit and loosely nailed it onto the stage. It was a crude fix, but all I could do to keep the kit stable.

When I got back to Jimi’s side of the stage, the sound was wavering in and out again. Jimi turned his back to the audience and mouthed more abuse at me. Now I was starting to lose my temper. I hadn’t fucked up all the gear in America. I hadn’t booked two shows on the same day the equipment arrived. And I certainly wasn’t responsible for the Italian electrical supply, which was proving to be so damn unreliable. What the fuck did this guy want from me?

Jimi’s mood deteriorated as the show went on. I’ve never experienced such bad vibes from an artist, before or since. During the last number, Jimi thankfully took all of his frustrations out on the equipment rather than me. He beat the hell out of the amplifiers and poked bloody great holes in the speakers with the neck of his guitar.

Great, I thought to myself, like the gear isn’t damaged enough already. He was making it even harder for me to put it all back together again tomorrow. No wonder the last roadie took a bucket-load of acid and fucked off. This bloke was a nightmare.

After the show, I packed the battered and broken gear back into the tiny van and finally got to the hotel about 7 A.M., exhausted. Gerry had left me a note, asking me to call him, whatever the time. By this point, I just wanted to sleep and then get a flight back to London. I hated the idea of letting Gerry down, but I wasn’t going to put up with that kind of abuse night after night. I called his room to ask for a ticket home.

I could hear the sleep in Gerry’s voice when he picked up.

“Eric, Jimi’s very sorry about tonight,” he said. “He knows none of it was your fault. And he wants to apologize to you in person.”

I grunted a response along the lines of “bullshit,” and told him I’d never been treated like that before.

“I know,” said Gerry. “And I’ve never seen Jimi act like that before.”

I took a deep breath and considered my options. None of this was Gerry’s fault, and I didn’t want to behave like a petulant teen and let him down. It was a short tour—two shows each tonight and tomorrow night in Rome, another two in Bologna, and then three in Switzerland before flying back to London.

I told Gerry I’d finish the tour.

I grabbed two hours of sleep then got back in the tiny van with the kamikaze driver. I tried to nap as we drove to Rome, but the driver was having none of it. He insisted on chatting even though I didn’t speak a word of Italian, and he refused to slow down for anything, even on the winding mountain roads. He took some of the bends so fast that our gear—crammed into the back and tethered to the roof—shifted violently. I gripped the door in terror, thinking we were going to roll over the side of the mountain. I remember thinking to myself, God, I wish I’d applied myself at school and landed a proper job.

* * *

I’d grown up in the town of Coatbridge, an eastern suburb of Glasgow. It was a gritty, industrial place, the kind of town that even on a sunny day could turn dark and mean in an instant. Your career choices were limited to working in the coalmines, the steel mills, or the shipyard—or just hanging around betting shops, gambling away your dole money.

My dad had died at the age of thirty-nine, having slaved six days a week at the local steel factory. My uncles had chosen the coalmines instead, but neither had made it to fifty. For a kid who always dreamed big, none of these seemed like good ways to spend my life.

My mum would’ve loved for me to go to university and become a doctor or a lawyer or something else respectable, but I hated the strict Catholic school I went to and rebelled at every opportunity. At the age of fourteen, I was getting up at 4:30 every morning to deliver milk to help my mum out with some extra cash. After the snow and sleet had battered my face and my fingers were numb from carrying the icy milk bottles, I’d usually skip school and spend my days in an Italian ice cream parlor called the Rainbow Café. I’d hide my school uniform under a heavy overcoat that used to be my dad’s and nurse a Coke for hours, listening to all the new American records on the jukebox and fantasizing about what the future held.

The only thing I loved was music, so when I formed a local band called the Cravats, I thought it was going to be my ticket to fame and fortune. As the singer, I modeled myself on Gene Vincent and Eddie Cochran, singing songs like “C’mon Everybody,” “Be-Bop-a-Lula,” and Elvis Presley’s “Are You Lonesome Tonight?” When the band won a local talent show, there was no holding me—or my ego—down. My big sister, Mary, would say to me, “If you were chocolate, you’d eat yourself.” And boy, she was right. I thought I was God’s gift to rock ’n’ roll.

When Friday night came around, the band would play in the local cafes, town halls, and working men’s clubs in places like Edinburgh, Motherwell, Airdrie, Bargeddie, and Bellshill—anywhere that would offer us a gig. And when we played in our hometown, we all felt like superstars. I loved being in the band and really thought I was a good front man.

The British music scene was taking off at that time, with bands like the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, solo acts like Cliff Richard, Adam Faith, Marty Wilde, and my personal favorite, Billy Fury, the English version of Eddie Cochran. TV shows like The Old Grey Whistle Test, Top of the Pops, Juke Box Jury, and Ready Steady Go! offered a regular stream of pop music—and added fuel to my dreams of rock stardom.

Then one day the rest of the Cravats had a meeting without me and decided to kick me out of the band. They replaced me with a guy who could sing better and had a much better attitude.

“He sings like an angel,” one of my ex-bandmates told me.

To be fair, he may have been right. My replacement’s name was Dean Ford and he later went on to front Marmalade, a huge band in the UK during the late sixties and early seventies who scored a string of hit singles.

I was devastated to be kicked out of the Cravats. I’d always thought of the band as a second family and felt sure that we’d all escape that gray, miserable town together. Now I was out, set adrift on my own with no map for the future. All I could do was make a promise to myself, one that I’d never forget: No matter what happened, the steel mills that took my dad and the coalmines that took my uncles weren’t ever going to be taking me.

* * *

By the time the kamikaze Italian driver pulled up outside the venue in Rome, I was twitching with nervous energy, stressed from the drive, and worried about the upcoming shows. But at least I had more time to set up than I’d had in Milan.

Once all the equipment was in the theater, I started to fix what I could. I had to take the speakers that Jimi had destroyed the night before out of the cabinets and replace them with new ones. One thing the previous roadie had done well before his acid-induced freak-out: He’d stocked up on lots of spare equipment.

I replaced all the batteries in the foot pedals, which made a huge difference in delivering the distortion that Jimi was looking for. I nailed Mitch’s drum kit securely to the floor, set up Noel’s bass gear, and then worked on getting rid of the annoying buzzing in Jimi’s amps.

Time was running out, and I wasn’t quite ready when the band arrived at the theater. Mitch and Noel greeted me with warm hugs and then Jimi walked over. He put his arm around my shoulders and walked me away from the stage, away from the others.

He was taller than me, lean and rangy, dressed in purple crushed-velvet pants and a pink shirt with extravagant ruffles offset by a huge medallion swinging from his neck. He looked every inch a rock star. He was also very apologetic.

“Hey, I’m so sorry for last night, Eric. I shouldn’t have been like that.” He spoke in that whispered voice of his, slow and intense. He was both charming and sincere. And I was mesmerized.

“I know none of it was your fault, man. It was all on me. I was jet-lagged. Just so tired, you know. So please, don’t go home, man. Stay. Stay and become part of the family.”

He gave me the biggest smile and let out a tiny chuckle. He was a gentleman, the most charismatic person I’d ever met, and I was bowled over. Who was this guy, and what the hell had happened to the lunatic from last night?

Of course, I agreed to stay and be a part of “the family.” I would’ve agreed to just about anything when Jimi spoke like that.

I recapped to Jimi about the fixes I’d made on the equipment. And then explained the problems with the power supply in Italy. It could dip again at any point during the next few shows and ruin the feedback and distortion—and there wasn’t anything I or anyone else could do to work around it.

I could tell he didn’t want to hear any of this. Each time it happened during the shows that night, he shot me a pissed-off, frustrated look. But there was no angry yelling or abuse. We’d spar over the gear in just about every single show we worked together. But in all the time I spent with Jimi Hendrix over the following years, I never once saw him behave like he had in Milan.

It was truly a one-off and I was so glad that I’d decided to stay.
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